LUCASARTS’ STAR WARS RPG—EXCLUSIVE NINE-PAGE REPORT 


The legendary PC 
game goes stealth and 
sneaks onto the Xbox. 
Detailed coverage and 
brand-new screens 


XBN wades through the 
hype: Full report, plus 
exclusive interview with 
Tecmo’s outspoken 
Team Ninja 


INDEPENDENT XBOX MAGAZINE 


Steel Battalion, Unreal Championship, Shenmue 247 
Tony Hawk 4, Blinx, MechAssault, and more. 


Can it challenge Metal Gear’s stealth-action 
dominance? XBN’s definitive review inside. 
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How do you take control of a world gone mad? By arming yourself to the teeth, of course. 

But not just with any weapon. Steel Batallion’s state-of-the-art, 10 story tall Vertical Tank 

(VT) is the most evolved piece of military hardware ever concieved. Grab hold of its 

massive 36” controller: 40 buttons, 2 levers, 3 foot pedals, perfect for unlimited urban 

“>¢ destruction. It’s the most detailed mech-simulator ever created — and it’s available right 
now, exclusively for the Xbox. Get in to the cockpit and get ready to take control! 


© CAPCOM CO., LTD. 2002 © CAPCOM U.S.A., INC. 2002. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. CAPCOM and the CAPCOM logo are registered trademarks of CAPCOM CO., LTD. STEEL BATTALION is a trademark of CAPCOM CO., LTD Microsoft, Xbox, and 
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LOONEY TUNES, characters, names and all related indicia are trademarks of and © Warner Bros. 
WBIE LOGO: TM & © Warner Bros. 
(s02) 


TO MAKE IT TO THE TOP ALL YOU NEED IS TALENT, 
FAITH AND AN ENDLESS SUPPLY OF TNT. 


Legendary director, Yosemite Sam, is casting the lead for his new feature film. Whoever lands the role is sure to 
become an instant Hollywood icon. But there can be only one. Who will it be? Daffy Duck? Bugs Bunny? Taz? 
Sylvester? Praised for “great graphics, a wacky sense of humor and some frantic multiplayer fun,” by XBM, Loons is 


a no-holds-barred, no-rules, anything-goes, free-for-all struggle for stardom. Welcome to the dark side of Hollywood. 
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the EA GAMES logo and “Challenge Everything” are trademarks or registered trademarks of Electronic Arts Inc, in the U.S. and/or 
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THE WHITE ISSUE 
canna ee 


Xbox Live 


Online goes live and you are there 


Microsoft Buys Rare 


Can someone say, “Perfect Dark Xbox?” 


NTK News 


News printed to fit 


Stuff 


Because everyone loves stuff 


True Fantasy Online 
This RPG goes online in a big way 


Crimson Sea 


Now with 100 percent less seas! 


Mod Chips and Salsa 


Tinker with your Xbox? Why not? 


Steel Battalion 


Explore its behemoth controller 


Project Gotham Racing 2 


Believe the hype: it’s a sequel! 


Brute Force 


So much for peaceful negotiation 


Tokyo Tribe 


Find out what the Japanese think of Xbox 


Listbot 


What you'll be playing 


Panzer Dragoon Orta 


It's a game your Orta know about 


Soul Calibur II 


Ths soul still yearns...and burns 


Starcraft: Ghost 


The PC classic comes to Xbox 


Hideo Kojima 


A substantial talk with a game legend 


Spin 


XBN'’'s CD and DVD selections 


Inbox 


You've got questions, we have answers 


BioWare Knights 


Meet the men behind Star Wars: KOTOR 


Tomonobu Itagaki 
Beach Volleyball guru gets chatty 


MGS 2: Substance 
Splinter Cell 

Unreal Championship 
Steel Battalion 

Shenmue II 

James Bond 007: NightFire 
Mortal Kombat: 

Deadly Alliance 

Blinx: The Time Sweeper 
Turok: Evolution 

House of the Dead 3 
Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater 4 
MechAssault 

Fatal Frame 

ToeJam & Ear! Ill 
Quantum Redshift 

The Thing 

Phantom Crash 

Dragon’s Lair 3D 
Transworld Snowboarding 
NBA 2K3 


NBA Live 2003 

NBA Inside Drive 2003 
NBA Starting Five 
Street Hoops 

Hitman 2 

Ghost Recon 

Medal of Honor: Frontline 
Zapper! 

Commandos 2 

Reign of Fire 
EggMania 

Loons 

Ty the Tasmanian Tiger 
Lord of the Rings 
Need for Speed 2 
Test Drive 

Antz Extreme Racing 
Defender 

Blade 2 

Pac-Man World 2 
Myst Ill: Exile 


NHL Hitz 20-03 
NHL 2003 

Jedi Outcast 
Conflict: Desert Storm 
Serious Sam 
Toxic Ground 
Baldur’s Gate: 
Dark Alliance 
Tiger Woods 
PGA Tour 2003 
Dr. Muto 
Rocky 

FIFA 2003 
BloodRayne 
Metal Dungeon 
Deathrow 
BlackStone 
Rayman Arena 
Total Immersion Racing 
Whacked! 
Rewind 


LEGO MY XBOX 


Gaming is Fundamental 


In the words of Mahatma Ghandi: “It’s a 

great time to be a gamer.” With three 

next-gen consoles hitting their respective 
strides, the sheer quantity of titles is—dare | say 
it—almost too much for any single human being to 
fully digest. And while there is actual quality to be 
found within this excess, things do get a bit thorny 
when one attempts to navigate the intricate maze 
of in-store displays and massive holiday advertising 
Campaigns. So stay informed and spend your 
money wisely this holiday season: If there’s one 
thing that each and every publisher listens to, it’s 
hard currency. When quality and innovation breed 
commercial success, we all benefit; stay tuned to 
Xbox Nation for the most critical, unbiased Xbox 
reviews currently in circulation outside of Lower 


Eastern Grambia. 


l’d also like to bid a fond farewell to XBN’s (now 
former) Editor-in-Chief Simon Cox, who has been 
whisked away to launch a new, top-secret 
magazine which will debut in the new year. He will 
be sorely missed here in the cramped cubicle 
garden that is the homeland of this small Nation. 
[Raising glass]: “Awight guv’nah, cheerio then.” 

But not to worry, loyal reader, as we’ve been 
able to snag one of the finest in the ‘biz to fill the 
gap. Che Chou has left his hallowed post at 
Electronic Gaming Monthly to join the indigent gang 
of scallywags and hoodlums at this most unofficial 
of Xbox magazines, and for that we salute him. Che 
has promised to lend both his expertise and 
closetful of limited-edition Bathing Ape T-shirts to 
XBN; expect nothing short of greatness from the 
man women around the globe refer to as “the 
sexpot of a bass player in that band ee.” 

The other good news is that we’re now 
bimonthly, which means you get to read about 
Greg Orlando’s puzzling obsession with 
androgynous videogame mascots on a significantly 


more regular basis. 


Meanwhile, enjoy XBN #5 and game safely this 


holiday season. 


Evan Shamoon 
Executive Editor 


Contributors 


Sam Bishop 

Freelance Writer 

Too lazy to write their own damn 
reviews, the Xbox Nation staff 
spent six months developing the 
Reviewatron 560z, and another 
month on the decision to call it 
“Sam Bishop.” Now fully evil with 
its twisted circuitry and hateful 
electronics, Bishop plots against 
the men who would force it to 
play such video abortions as 
Toxic Grind and Antz Racing. 


Matt Sammons 


Freelance Writer 

Impertinent thug Matt Sammons 
stopped spitting on car windows 
and cleaning them with old 
newspapers just long enough to 
play through the entirety of a 
certain game with a certain hero 
who walks around with certain 
weapons and shoots things. He 
is also the greatest man we have 
ever met since we were cloned 
6.3 seconds ago. 


Team 


Evan Shamoon 
King Koopa 


Now the de facto head of 
Xbox Nation, Evan Shamoon 
has abolished the random 
editor scaldings favored by 
his predecessor and has 
promised to replace them 
with floggings and also 
cannonings. His message to 
the people is simply this: be 
more with the goodness and 
not so much with the 
badness. If you jump on his 
head, he will spit tokens. 


Greg Orlando 


Savior of the Monotonous 


A modern-day Sisyphus in a 
latter-day Gomorrah, Greg 
Orlando has single-handedly 
brought about a Brand-New 
Era of Good Feelings in which 
it is possible to kick mimes 
without fear of "the man" 
kicking down your door and 
hauling you off to “the 
slammer.” One-hundred coins 
equals a free life, life that is 
not your own. 


Andrew Mendoza 
Hurt the Art 


The sobering yin to the art 
director’s raging, perhaps 
often homicidal, yang, 
Andrew Mendoza should not 
have to put up with this band 
of wide-eyed and inarticulate 
so-and-sos. Johnny Cage can 
do his torso ripoff fatality if 
you press Down, Down, 
Forward, Forward, Low 
Punch. 


Russ Garbutt 


Freelance Writer 

Here is a brief list of things 
freelance writer Russ Garbutt is 
too sexy for: Xbox Nation. 
Garbutt, who wrote this month's 
feature on StarCraft: Ghost would 
also like you to know that he’s 
fully recovered from testing 
videogames at a certain 
company located in a certain city 
that makes certain titles that, for 
the most part, stink. 


Andre Sibayan 


Illustrator 

Thank artist Andre Sibayan for 
fully 68.6 percent (dry weight) of 
this here magazine’s eye- 
pleasing goodness and 72.1 
percent of its delightful mesquite 
flavor. Now that his day job has 
shifted from hawking records to 
baking baked goods, we issue 
this reminder: Sibayan does not, 
we repeat, not brake for mimes. 


David Ziganay 
Art Yourself 


“Dangerous” David Ziganay 
makes art where a lesser man 
might push boxes and call it a 
layout—while simultaneously 
screaming that those damn 
crazy kids had best get off his 
lawn. We don’t ask and he 
doesn’t tell. To play as the 
taxi bike press L1 + R1, L1 + 
R1, L1 + R1, and then select 
your driver. 


Che Chou 
China has Billions 


Formerly an editor at some 
far-flung and seldom-seen 
publication called EGM 
(Egyptian Gospel Magazine? 
Elbow Growth Monthly?), Che 
Chou is at once the brightest 
star in the firmament and the 
jimmies on our ice cream 
cone. He reminds us all to 
combine those green herbs 
for sexual healing. 


Cheryll Del Rosario 
Get me Some Coffee 


Cheryll Del Rosario wants you 
all to Know that it’s good to be 
the queen. She dressed up as 
Jam Master Jay (R.I.P) for 
Halloween, and her sunny 
disposition assures that at 
least one person will laugh at 
Mr. Orlando’s infinite stream of 
horrible puns. The fabled 
Konami code is: Up, Up, 
Down, Down, Left, Right, Left, 
Right, B, A, and, finally, Start. 


Bryce Lynch 

Freelance Writer 

Clearly operating under a nom de 
plume, “Lynch” didn’t want us to 
call him any one of the following 
names: “Ginchy LaRue,” “Dorky 
McDorkingtons,” “Sir Spewsalot,” 
“Edgar Hedd," or “Christian 
Nutt.” Read his reviews or the 
squirrel gets it! 


John Ulan 
Photographer 


So extreme he once drank a can 
of Mountain Dew without 
opening it, John Ulan brought the 
huskies and the photo equipment 
up to Edmonton in minus 6,250 F 
just to shoot BioWare CEOs Greg 
Zeschuk and Raymond Muzyka 
for Xbox Nation’s big BioWare 
Knights feature. You’d best not 
be eyeballing him! 
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THE RIGHT TO SPY, STEAL, DESTROY AND ASSASSINATE,. 
TO ENSURE THAT AMERICAN FREEDOMS ARE PROTECTED. 


IF CAPTURED, MY GOVERNMENT WILL DISAVOW ¢ 


ANY KNOWLEDGE OF MY EXISTENCGEC 
l AM SAM FISHER. 
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Microsoft launches Xbox Live, bringing online 
gaming to broadband-equipped console gamers 


Microsoft bid the Xbox a happy one-year 
|| anniversary on Nov. 15 by officially 

launching Xbox Live, its ambitious broad- 
band-only online gaming service. Picking up the 
Xbox Live Starter Kit for $49.95 entitles owners to 
a one-year subscription on Microsoft’s propri- 
etary network with a unique “gamertag,” an 
online nickname other players will know and frag 
you by. The Starter Kit also comes with a 
comfortable (if slightly ugly) headset for Live’s 
real-time voice chat capabilities. 

Microsoft’s gamble to go broadband-only starkly 
contrasts, at least according to its marketing mantra, 
with Sony’s PlayStation 2 network adapter, which 
uses both broad- and narrowband connectivity. The 
good news for gamers (and developers) is that with 
Live’s proprietary system, everything is centralized so 
that getting online, finding friends, and downloading 
content is always easy and hassle-free. The catch is 
that, unlike PS2’s online strategy, Xbox Live ain’t free. 

Subscribers pay $49 for 12 months of online play, 
then a subsequent (as yet undisclosed) annual fee 
after the initial gig is up. And don’t forget to factor in 
the monthly bill for a local Internet service provider; 
with average broadband prices hovering at $44.95 per 
month. While online rookies may find all this talk about 
fees rather daunting, Microsoft is betting on Xbox 
Live’s selection of launch titles (check out our reviews 
this issue, starting on page 79) to rake in early 
adopters and online gaming fans. 


In terms of software, those expecting pack-in 
games to fatten up the online deal may be disap- 
pointed with the rather limp selection of afterthoughts 
in the Starter Kit. Demo versions of previously 
released titles Whacked! and MotoGP come packaged 
to whet gamers’ online appetites. While the freebies 
aren't exactly killer-app material, Xbox Live debuted 
with an impressive lineup of must-play online titles, 
covering a wide range of genres. 

We spent a solid month-and-a-half immersed in the 
Live beta test, and aside from the occasional network 
hiccup with MotoGP and NFL Fever 2003, compelling 
titles such as Unreal Championship, MechAssault and 
Tom Clancy’s Ghost Recon prove Microsoft isn’t 
pussyfooting around with online gaming. What really 
seals the deal, and gives Xbox Live its life, is the 
chatting capability that lets participants communicate 
with fellow players via a microphone headset. Like a 
radio transmission, there’s a typical lag of one or two 
seconds between each burst of speech. Funny, then, 
that the act of taunting and smack-talking in real-time 
is the one key element that truly cements the virtual 
community Live subscribers share between their 
teammates and opponents. 

With more than 50 developers already on board— 
and some of gaming’s biggest names (think Halo 2, 
Star Wars Galaxies, and Counter-Strike: Condition 
Zero) embracing Live next year—the Xbox is poised to 
take the PS2 head-on, and prepared to set the online 
console world on fire in 2003. 
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Wolfenstein 3D revolutionized the FPS 
genre a decade ago on the PC, giving 
birth to id Software's brood of Dooms 
and Quakes with its Nazi-filled 
corridors, floating keys and blistering 
miniguns. That pioneering spirit 
returns in this long-overdue Xbox 
sequel, aptly titled, Return to 

Castle Wolfenstein. 

Having recently taken a trip out to 
id’s studio, we found Wol/fenstein’s 
play to be surprisingly fun. Underlying 
the game’s single-player obession with 
occult magic, ancient zombies, and 
leather-clad Nazi dominatrixes is a 
solid, quality blast-a-thon. But what 
has us particularly excited is its online 
Xbox Live features; the multiplayer 
modes shy away from the rote death- 
match action you'd expect from an id 
title. Instead, Return offers a team- 
based dynamic with four different 
character classes, mission-specific 
objectives, and voice-over-net chat via 
the Xbox Communicator. To get an 
idea of what playing Wo/fenstein’s 
Online is like, think Team Fortress (a 
popular objective-based online 
shooter for the PC) with amazing 
visuals. As is the case with any id title, 
this game is scheduled to ship “when 
it's done,” meaning the developers are 
taking their sweet time tweaking the 
fine details. If all goes well,Wo/fenstein 
should see the light of retail sometime 
in spring 2003. 


Zombie blasting. Is there any more 
perfect form of entertainment? If there is, 
we don’t want to hear of it. 


Suikoden Xbox-Bound? suikoden Ill, Konami's 
duck-laden RPG, seems to picking up more than a little 
steam at retail—something that's got the higher-ups at 
Konami seeing multi-platform dollar signs. Could an Xbox 
version be far away? Not very far, we’d say... 
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If the games industry 

thrives as an unfolding 

matrix of badly kept 
secrets, then Microsoft’s recent 
blow to Nintendo must rank as one 
of the worst kept industry secrets of 
all. At the recent X02 event in 
Seville, Spain, U.K. developer Rare 
announced its acquisition by 
Microsoft, relieving Nintendo of its 
49 percent stake in the company, 
and aligning itself with Xbox. The 
deal involved a cash exchange of 
$375 million, with almost half of that 
expected to line the pockets of Rare 
co-founders Chris and Tim Stamper 
and president Joel Hochberg. 

Rare’s rise to fame in the games 
industry is legendary. The company 
was one of the first Nintendo develop- 
ers in the West, and in the mid-to-late 
‘80s garnered a reputation for quality 


Top Spin Tennis will go online when Microsoft releases 
Top Spin for the Xbox. The game features 16 professionals, 
a variety of court types, and will sport online play via Xbox 
Live. Neither Microsoft nor developer Power and Magic 
Developments has announced a release date, however. 


8-bit Nintendo titles. During the mid- 
90s, Its stock-in-trade became 
mass-market million sellers. Or, in the 
case of star performers Donkey Kong 
Country (SNES) and the Nintendo 64 
shooter GoldenEye, multimillion sellers. 

In recent years, however, a 
declining Nintendo market share 
and increasing development delays 
plagued the company. Clouds loomed 
over their future together, allowing 
Microsoft to muscle in, and outbid 
Activision in the process. 

Reflecting the abrupt change, 
Rare's initial project for Xbox will be a 
re-engineered GameCube title—the 
Disney-esque adventure Kameo which 
arrives spring 2003. A total of five Rare 
Xbox games (including the sequel to 
sci-fi shooter Perfect Dark) are 
expected to arrive over the next two 
years. Interestingly, Rare will continue 


Unfortunately, Rare will not be bringing Mr. 
Kong to Xbox. He still belongs to Nintendo. 


to develop handheld titles for the 
Game Boy Advance. 

“The last time | was this excited 
was the first time | picked up a 
controller and played my first Rare 
game,” said Ed Fries, Microsoft’s vice 
president of Xbox game content. 

What wasn’t clear was whether 
Fries meant 10 minutes prior to the 
announcement or 10 years ago (in 
which case, we’re sorry the past 
decade hasn’t been a little more 
exciting for you, Ed). Xbox Nation 
expects truly Rare and glorious 
times ahead. 


BAM! Baseball Attempting to cater to the Ritalin- 
munching ADD crowd BAM! has decided to give baseball 
players superpowers for Crushed Baseball. It's still unclear 
if the MLB license is involved, but we do know Azurik devel- 
oper Amaze Studios is behind the game. Be very afraid. 
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01. MS and Sega Sitting In a Tree 
Those who’ve stepped into a retail establish- 
ment may have noticed that Microsoft has 
launched an Xbox bundle containing two of 
Sega’s premier games: Jet Set Radio Future and 
Sega GT 2002. On top of that, the set comes 
packaged with the swank Controller S—which 
will be the standard pad going forward—instead 
of the clunker all of us early adopters were 
saddled with. All of that for $200! Have 
Microsoft and Sega gone mad? We don’t know 
(and frankly don’t care), but it’s a stealthy way to 
get Sega games into homes and get Xboxes 
flying from store shelves. And that’s not all... 


~ 02. Panzer Dragoon Orta Xbox 
Sega and Microsoft have teamed up to produce 
the ultimate eBay fodder: a limited-edition (only 
999 units will be manufactured) white Xbox 
emblazoned with the Panzer Dragoon Orta logo 
and some cool, retro-futuristic circuit traces 
reminiscent of the game’s general design 
aesthetic. For added otaku slavering, the 
package comes packaged with a dragon-head 
pendant (that we, unfortunately, have not gotten 
a look at). All of this Panzer love comes to you 
for a mere ¥35,800—or approximately $290. Oh, 
and it'll only be available from Sega’s Japanese 
online store, Sega Direct (which went live shortly 
after this issue went to press). 
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~ 03. Towers of Power 
J.R.R. Tolkien-loving Xbox owners have reason to 
celebrate—EA's LOTR: The Two Towers, previ- 
ously thought to be a PS2 exclusive, will ship for 
Xbox this December. Hopefully, this quality hack 
‘n’ slash amalgamation of Peter Jackson's first 
two flicks will help wash away any foul memories 
of Universal's repugnant Fellowship of the Ring 
title. EA’s visceral chop-fest is pure action—you 
choose Aragorn, Legolas, or Gimli and go to 
town slaying orcs, goblins. and trolls. Some light 
RPG elements (you learn new attacks and buy 
new weapons) deepen the gameplay, but at its 
core, it’s pure Final Fight in Middle-earth. And, 
frankly, it’s better than one might expect. 


04. From Hero to Zero 
Now that Microsoft owns Rare, it’s enticing Xbox 
owners with early conceptual images of Perfect 
Dark Zero—the next installment in what is 
arguably the only Rare franchise anyone really 
cares about. We think this is fortunate; Rare’s 
strong point sure isn’t its character designs, so 
any deviation from its old habits will probably be 
positive. The Zero images released thus far don’t 
fall into the vomity-realism category (as found in 
the original Perfect Dark) nor the super-saccha- 
rine (Banjo-Kazooie, and the rest). If we had to 
christen the style right now, it’d be anime-cum- 
arrested development. 


05. Get Naked! 

We are not making this up: Microsoft and Rocket 
Studios are working on N.U.D.E.@ (Natural 
Ultimate Digital Experiment), a game wherein 
players take a female robot/doll called PA.S.S. 
(Personal Assist Secretary System) and “nurture 
her to a point where she is able to communicate 
and possess a rich range of emotions.” Players 
will be able to—and again, we are most definitely 
not making this up—communicate with said robot 
via the Xbox Live’s microphone. According to a 
Microsoft press release, “Through N.U.D.E.@, 
players take their doll and turn her into their very 
own beautiful robot.” Microsoft promises the 
game will see release in spring 2003. 


06. Kill Bill (no, not Gates) 

Black Label Games, a studio of Vivendi-Universal, 
has announced it will be publishing a videogame 
based on Quentin Tarantino’s upcoming Miramax 
film, Kill Bill. While little is known about the 
game—aside from the fact that Tarantino will be 
serving as creative consultant on the project, as 
well as providing exclusive film footage for its 
development—the film itself sounds delicious. Kil/ 
Bill is a revenge story, set in a pop-culture cornu- 
copia of samurai movies, urban action flicks, and 
spaghetti westerns. Slated for theatrical release in 
October 2003, the film will star Uma Thurman, 
Sonny Chiba, and Lucy Liu. 
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Jedi. Outcast. Rebel. Mercenary. You have one lightsaber and eight Jedi Force powers, including Jedi Mind Tricks, Force Lightening and Force Gripe 
With a devastating arsenal of weapons iike disruptor rifles, thermal detonators, trip mines and a Wookiee bowcaster you must battle a hoard of new 
enemies. Fight in single mode or go lightsaber against lightsaber in split-screen multiplayer Jedi arena — or die trying. Learn more at jedioutcast.com 
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“ 07. Eastern Phantasies 
While Sega of America is remaining tight-lipped 
about the U.S. release plans of Phantasy Star 
Online Ep. | & Il, the game is free with Xbox Live 
in Japan. (Americans get a demo of Whacked! 
and the Japanese get a big multiplayer RPG. 
Nice.) Besides voice chat support and the ability 
to hold up to 12 different characters on the 
Xbox hard drive, the import version also ships 
with a USB keyboard adapter, proving software 
developers can reshape Microsoft’s stance 
against releasing a keyboard for the Xbox. Both 
companies are in talks over who will handle the 
volume of users for Online’s stateside release. 


”) 08. Knuckle Sandwiches Online 


The Street Fighter series (read: Capcom’s 
annual orgy with itself) took a turn for the 
absurd when the Japanese publisher discov- 
ered the wonders of franchise licensing. When it 
acquired the rights to use SNK’s roster of now- 
defunct fighting game characters, the world felt 
like it was about to implode. But it didn’t, and 
the “series” is now in its second installment. 
Capcom vs. SNK 2 has roughly six bazillion 
characters from each pantheon, and thanks to 
Xbox Live, you’ll be able to kick absolute 
strangers to the curb. It’ll be kind of like being 
in a Tokyo arcade, except without the cigarette 
smoke and/or anything resembling a female. 
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™ 09. Budweiser: King of Xbox 


Microsoft and Anheuser-Busch have formed a 
strategic alliance in order to unite the worlds of 
drunken debauchery and videogames. Under the 
Budweiser brand, reps will dispatch a cavalcade 
of playable Xbox demo units to bars and clubs 
across the nation. Cross-marketed goods will be 
available for puchase (A Halo beer stein 
perhaps?), and it will be a great opportunity for 
boyfriends to ignore their ladies while playing a 
football game on a big screen at a bar. Frankly, 
we're not sure what this partnership could 
eventually lead to, other than games created 
specifically to be played while intoxicated. 


10. Console Arms Race Escalates 
Will the Xbox 2 beat the PlayStation 3 out of the 
gate? Industry rumblings seem to point to that 
situation becoming reality. Both megacorps have 
mentioned 2005 launch timeframes for their next- 
gen iterations, but Microsoft might break out first 
to grab early adopters. Microsoft hasn’t been shy 
with claims the Xbox is about building a brand, 
so it’d theoretically have fewer qualms about 
pushing the hardware arms race to the next 
plateau. If Sony goes with its intended method of 
distributed processing for PS3 (in which much of 
the number crunching is done via giant broad- 
band servers) the launch seems doomed to 
delays. Xbox 2 in 2004? It could happen. 
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" 11. Sex Not Selling 


With the Grand Theft Auto series outselling just 
about everything else in the world right now, it’s a 
no-brainer that M-rated games are the hot-ticket 
item this season. And by God, games publisher 
Acclaim wants a slice of that 17-and-older 
action—even if it means developing questionable 
content in the form of BMX XXX, a bike game 
covered with a ripe coat of pimps, prostitutes, 
and strippers. So far, three major retailers (Wal- 
Mart, Toys “R” Us, and KB Toys) have refused to 
sell XXX for its “adult” themes. Having played the 
game, we can honestly say that the gaming 
public isn’t missing out on a gosh darn thing. 


12. Games: The New Heroin? 
Lending further evidence to Xbox Nation’s 
sneaking suspicion that videogames are, indeed, 
killing us softly, a 24-year-old South Korean man 
died after an 86-hours gaming marathon. 
According to the AP report, the incident 
occurred at an Internet café in a town 160 miles 
southwest of Seoul, where the man—who was 
unemployed—had been “virtually glued” to a 
computer, skipping sleep and meals. The man 
collapsed near the café’s counter, and was later 
found dead in the restroom. We’d make a joke 
about the autopsy and how “foul play” was 
suspected, but that would be in poor taste and 
we will certainly refrain from such boorishness. 


TO SURVIVE, YOU MUST CHANGE INTO A WARRIOR. 
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It’s no secret the Xbox is more than just a game machine—add a DVD playback kit to it, and 
suddenly it’s the centerpiece of your home theater setup. Well, a home theater that gets its 
sound from the two weak speakers built into your TV. With its THX-certified, 5.1 surround 
sound system the Z-680, Logitech is doing its part to help you sort out the sound angle. 
During our “tests’—playing Halo and watching Blade 2—these speakers showed that, yes, 
for $399 they can turn your console into a bona fide, kick-ass home theater. 

Visit www.logitech.com for more info. 


Strap a tiny 5.4-inch color display onto the 
beefy Xbox and what have you got? The 
weapon of choice for the LAN party player. 
Watch all those other chumps show up with 
some huge TV and a broken back. It sports 
two tinny speakers, a headphone jack, and 

brightness and color controls. The only 
problem with the small screen: it means 
nobody’s riding shotgun on your Xbox 
to play with you. 


© 026 XBN 


MadCatz’s verdant Blaster lightgun peripheral is like staring five 
minutes into the future. Its snub-nosed design ensures the device is 
not a chore to aim, and it comes packed with more features than 
should be rightly contained in a single faux gun. For starters, the 
Blaster has three selectable gun modes (burst, auto, and blast) and 
an auto-reload feature. There’s a D-pad for easy navigation, an oddly 
placed “Y” trigger on the bottom of the pistol grip, a memory card 
slot, and a rubberized handle. The Blaster makes killing 

zombies in House of the Dead I// easy and 
exceedingly fun. 
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Whether you’re craving a proper fighting stick in Dead or Alive 3 or 
just lack the motor skills to pull off a fireball, the Trick Stick might 
be right up your alley. Small enough to fit in your lap, this 
controller is stocked with good-sized, pressure-sensitive buttons 
in all the right places. And, with the ability to program in combo 
moves, you might actually win a round or two. It’s not the best 


arcade stick we’ve ever used, but for $20? Not bad. 
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RCA 27-inch TV with Vport, $600 

RCA is making noise about its new Xbox-ready TVs. With a 
flat-screen display and Xbox specific V-Port in back, you’re 
supposed to get a sharper image on your TV than with an 
S-Video connection. It looks good, but it’s misleading and 
it’s not quite the bargain you’d think it is: The V-Port merely 
serves as an extra component input. Plus, you'd still need 
to buy the V-Port cabling which leads out of the TV and 
then pony up another $20 for the Advanced A/V Pack. 


Linksys Instant 
PowerLine ethernet 
adapter, $99 


If there were a book about 
networking for lazy bastards, 
this kit would be on the front cover. 
Imagine being able to link up computers 
throughout the house using your electrical 
outlets. Faster than a wireless connection 
(14Mbits/second versus 11Mbits/second) and 
providing an easy alternative to wiring your entire 
house, this adapter is a godsend. 


Sony MDR-DS8000, $600 

Like playing it loud? With a set of infrared wireless headphones you 
can listen to everything from Dolby Digital EX and DTS to plaid old 
stereo audio—without pissing off the neighbors. Another nice touch is 
the “Open Ear” feature. If your buddies are shouting from another 
room, you'll be able to hear them as well as the game you’re playing. 
And to round out the package, this set of headphones looks as good 
as it sounds. 


Samsung 27-inch DynaFlat HDTV, $700 

As nice a deal as the RCA’s V-Port TV may seem to be, it still 
doesn’t stack up to the picture you can get out of a decent 
flat-screen HDTV. Take Samsung’s new DynaFlat set: It’s 
selling for about $700, offers a ton of A/V inputs, and shows 
off a great digital picture. Just consider yourself warned, 
though: A set like this is a gateway drug to buying bigger and 
better home theater gear. 


Sony CLIE NX-70V, $600 

In order to get his life organized, Splinter Cell star 
Sam Fisher uses a Palm PDA. When he isn’t using 
his digital black book to call home, Sam should 
check out the CLIE NX-70V. This stacked handheld 
has a ton of built-in features. Sure, you can do all 
that boring old crap like checking e-mail and 
manage your contacts, but it’s the swiveling screen 
and cool features that make it stand out in a crowd. 
It has a built-in keyboard, camera, voice recorder, it 
plays MP8s, and, oh yeah, it’s ever-so-stylish. 


Boe 


Pioneer TRE-DIR1000, $430 
If you want a set of wireless headphones 
that’ll make your spine shake, Pioneer has got a 
powerful pair for your dome. As with Sony’s 
headphones, this will also simulate full surround 
sound. The big difference between the two pairs: 
While we liked the bass reproduction on the TRE- 
DIR1000, only Sony’s is currently available in the United 
States. If you don’t mind reading instruction manuals in 
Japanese or can wait until this comes stateside, you 
won't be disappointed. 
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Level 5, the esteemed developer of Dark 
Cloud and its sequel on PlayStation 2. will be 
tackling True Fantasy Online for the Xbox. 


Sponsored by... This issue of Xbox Nation was 
brought to you by Nor-Cal moving services; freshly- 
squeezed orange juice; and the music of both Bounty Killer 
and Warren Zevon. We at Xbox Nation will forego a joke to 
say we’re devastated to hear of Zevon’s terminal cancer. 
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If you’ve come into contact 

with U.S.-developed online 

RPGs, then you’re probably 
intimately aware of the Dungeons & 
Dragons, airbrushed, heavy-metal- 
album-cover aesthetic in which they 
exist. Perhaps this is the main 
reason why we should be thankful 
Microsoft has commissioned 
Japanese developer Level 5 to 
produce True Fantasy Online—its 
first foray into the mixed-up business 
of online RPGs. 

Known for the Dark Cloud 
PlayStation 2 games, Level 5 brings to 
Fantasy the sort of welcoming vibe one 
would expect from Japanese RPGs, 


Microsoft Fined for Vandalism note to 
Microsoft: Dropping hundreds of MSN butterflies over New 
York City is a bad idea. The city actually fined MS and called 
the campaign for the ubiquitous Internet service, 

“a dangerous defacement of public property.” 


while providing it with the depth of 
gameplay found in the genre’s Western 
manifestations. 

Players will be able to customize the 
looks of their characters as they would 
in games such as EverQuest and 
Anarchy Online for the PC, and ditto 
with their actual abilities. It’s not clear, 
though, whether the game will use a 
hard-coded class system, or something 
more free-form and skill-based. 


Unlike Phantasy Star Online—the 
genre’s most popular console represen- 
tative—Fantasy will take place in a 
persistent universe, meaning you can 
meet and adventure with hundreds of 
other players in the game’s world at 
any given time. Whether Fantasy will 
charge a monthly fee atop of the Xbox 
Live subscription is up in the air, but 
Xbox Nation certainly has its collective 
fingers crossed for the cheaper option. 


Xbox Hits Asia Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Singapore 
can now feel the crushing weight of American technological 
ingenuity first-hand. Rather than trying to make a couple 
bucks in the epicenter for software piracy, MS is content to 
simply establish the brand for the next Xbox. 


INTRODUCING THE 
BEST WHEELS EVER MADE 


PRO RACER 


DON'T MISS YOUR TURN BY 
PLAYING WITH AN ORDINARY PAD. 
GET PAD PRECISION AND 
PERFORMANCE IN A HAND-HELD 
WHEEL. DUH. FOR PSe, XBOX”, 
AND GAME CUBE”. 


PRO RACER...THE UNFAIR ADVANTAGE. 
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Microsoft’s got a U.K.-based company 
called Climax providing for the Xbox 
what Japanese developers can’t seem 
to be bothered with: a real console- 
style RPG, in the form of Sudeki. 

But don’t let the name Climax fool 
you; these aren’t the Japanese 
developers who worked with Sega on 
classic titles such as Landstalker 
(Genesis) and Dark Savior (Saturn). 
Just because it looks like a duck and 
quacks, doesn’t mean it’s an ahiru. 

This Climax is best known for stuff 
we would bet you’ve never played 
before in your life (PlayStation ports of 
Theme Park titles, mostly). While the 
pedigree of the developer isn’t so 
impressive, the screens and details 
Microsoft has released are reassuring. 
With four-player support, real-time 
combat, anime-inspired character 
designs, and a pretentious story 
behind it all, Sudeki just might stack 
up to the standards of a die-hard RPG 
fan after all. A true RPG for the Xbox is 
just what the dungeon master ordered. 

The most intriguing aspect of 
Sudeki has to be its four-player co-op 
mode, which allows team-based super 
attacks during battles. The bad news 
is that the game is still a ways off from 
release. Look for Sudeki—which, in 
case you were wondering, doesn’t 
mean a damn thing in Japanese—no 
sooner than winter 2003. 


Once again, it’s proven that inviting 
monsters to tea is simply a bad idea. Oh, 
heroes—will you ever learn? 


Rare Gets Massive New rumors point to a possi- 
ble MMORPG by developer Rare. Rare recently trademarked 
the names My Garden, Amazing Garden, and Gnomeman, 
though it’s unclear if the two are related. Massively multi- 
player gardening with gnomes? Only time will tell. 
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The story behind Crimson 

Sea, Koei’s first Xbox- 

exclusive project, goes 
something like this: One afternoon, 
Koei’s president and founder, Keiko 
Erikawa, sketched a picture of a 
skiff frolicking in a blood-red sea. 
Afterwards, she handed the drawing 
to her husband and said, “I want you 
to use this as inspiration to make a 
game called Crimson Sea.” 

We’re not sure what happened, but 
Crimson Sea has neither skiffs nor a 
blood-red sea. The game does, 
however, feature a combination of 
Final Fantasy-styled characters, 
Dynasty Warriors levels of action, and 
Phantasy Star Online A.|. characters 
accompanying you on an epic, sci-fi 
quest that involves starships, troopers, 
and absolutely zero pirate ships. 

After toying around with an early, 


Taiwan Catches A Break Microsoft plans to sell 
its Xbox In Taiwan for the U.S. equivalent of $40 less than 
the already entrenched PlayStation 2. By doing this, 
Microsoft hopes to undercut Sony’s system, eventually forc- 
ing its competition to drop the price to match. 


three-level demo of the game, we 
came away impressed by the insane 
level of action involved, as bugs and 
monsters of all sizes swamped our 
beleaguered party. Even at this early 
stage, Crimson Sea looks good. 
Although it was originally scheduled to 
ship this winter, the date has been 
pushed back to January 2003. 

While the game is visually impres- 
sive, a few key elements still need 
ironing out. Instead of directional 
controls (a la Dynasty Warriors 3), Sea 
employs Resident Evil-esque, remote 
control-style mechanics, which 
makes turning a chore. 

The difficulty also needs some 
balancing, aS some areas sent wave 
after wave of bug-like enemies at the 
player, turning a typical Crimson Sea 
session into a frantic button-mashing 
extravaganza. 


Heroes can use powerful blades to cut the 
opposition in half. Obviously. 


We found that the most effective 
way to plow through the sea of 
enemies is to hack them with your 
generic (if high-tech) “light saber.” 
Rescuing computer-controlled allies 
(like the hulking fighter, Bow Rahn, 
which sounds like “mo-ron”) gives 
players a variety of help throughout 
different points in the game. Whether 
Crimson Sea’s gameplay will 
ultimately match its ambitious design 
remains to be seen...look for our full 
review of the game, including an 
extended discourse on its absent sea 
bits, next issue. 


It’s Microsoft’s Forté Microsoft recently enlisted 
Australian developer Micro Forté, maker of Fallout Tactics: 
Brotherhood of Steel to develop a top-secret and exclusive 
Xbox game. There’s no word on whether or not this will be a 
brand-new creation, but we bet the Fallout will be amazing. 


Heart-pounding, cinematic-quality, real-time graphics. 
Feel the rush as you decimate swarming enemy masses! 
The visual and sound effects of these tremendous hatties push Xbox™ to the limit! 
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Watch as these enemies >of al on morph batons your very eyes! 


A special sonar enemy dataction system and Dolby Digital 5. Ich surround sound 
bring excitement from all angles! 


*The patent applications are pending before the USPTO. 
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There’s a whole other world of Xbox out 

there Microsoft doesn’t want you to know 

about—the shady world of mod chips and 
the doors they open for Xbox owners. Modding is 
the hardcore gamer’s equivalent of slamming your 
Honda and souping up its engine. 

Putting a mod chip into the Xbox essentially turns it 
into a cheap PC, allowing you to install new software 
and download games off of the Internet. Now you’re 
probably thinking, “Why in God’s name would anyone 
go through the trouble? Why not just use a PC?” And to 
that, we say, well, you’re probably right. But there are 
geeks in this world, and then there are Uber-geeks. After 
scrutinizing Paul Yoon, our resident tech-head, in his 
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A mod chip will allow you to play classic games on your Xbox, 
including the unofficial King of Videogames, River City Ransom. 


w3 h4x0Or3d joo, ml! The underground 
community is taking to Xbox. The newest Xboxes, sold as 
part of a new bundle package, also feature the newest 
revisions of the system hardware, complete with extra anti- 
hacking features...and were cracked in less than a week. 
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natural habitat for a few days, we discovered why 
modding your Xbox is worth blowing the warranty. Here 
are three reasons why Xbox hackers do what they do: 


1. Play emulated games on your Xbox. There’s a 
miraculous program out in PC land called MAME 
(Multi-Arcade Machine Emulator) that plays old games, 
provided you have access to the ROMs. At this point, 
there’s very little that MAME can’t emulate; we’ve 
played everything from old-school arcade games like 
10-Yard Fight and Black Tiger, to recent shooters like 
Metal Slug X. Be advised that these ROMs are 
copyrighted, and hence, the law requires you to own 
an actual version of the arcade board in order to legally 
emulate a game in MAME. But you knew that, right? 


2. The Xbox becomes a cheap PC. For about $260 
bucks ($200 for the Xbox, $60 for the mod chip), you 
basically get an all-purpose PC that runs on Linux, a 
free operating system. You won’t be able to run any 
PC software off the shelves, of course, but there are 
still plenty of useful Linux programs out there that 
facilitate general demands like web surfing and e-mail. 


3. Modding your Xbox makes you smarter. A huge 
part of why any hacker would want to desecrate his 
Xbox is purely to satisfy some sort of deep-seated 
curiosity, and for the anti-establishment sentiment 
which it entails. Hacking is motivated by a desire to 
find out exactly how things work; like the saying goes, 
you've got to know the system in order to crash it. 


Not Out Of Down Under Microsoft will not be 
pulling Xbox out of the Australian market, as was reported in 
the Syndey Morning Herald. Microsoft claims it was 
misquoted as saying the pullout would occur if Australia 
didn’t crack down on piracy. XBN says: “Crikey.” 


Q: Can | send my Xbox to XBN for modding? 
A: Um, no. We’re too busy waiting for Halo 2 to 
arrive. If you need more help check out: 
http://xbox-linux.sourceforge.net. 


Q: Will | have problems playing retail games? 

A: It’s still too early to say for sure. There are a 
few mod chips out there, and some have reported 
compatibility problems with retail games. Our 
advice: buy another Xbox to be on the safe side. 


Q: How much of this can | undo? 

A: Provided you didn’t monkey around in your 
hard drive too much, you can undo all of it—as 
long as it’s one of those snap-on chips and 
requires no soldering. 


Q: Isn’t this stuff illegal? 

A: Nope. You bought the darn thing, didn’t you? 
You can do whatever you want with it. It’s 
possible to do illegal stuff with an Xbox, but then 
again it’s also possible to violate municipal codes 
with non-dairy creamer. 


Q: Does this mean | can play pirated games? 
A: Shut up. 


Sang Licked? Hong Kong-based online game retailer 
Lik-Sang (www.lik-sang.com) may have been down for 
weeks after a suit by Sony, Microsoft, AND Nintendo, but it’s 
still alive. Sort of. The company has returned, though Lik- 
Sang’s days of selling mod chips appear to be over. 
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Going on the old assumption that, for 

Americans, bigger is always better, 

Atsushi Inaba, Stee/ Battalion’s producer, 
made the ultimate Yankee’s wet dream. 

“The Xbox is such a powerful machine,” Inaba said, 
“we figured, why not go all the way with it?” Going all 
the way resulted in a dashboard that features two 
joysticks, no less than 40 buttons and three metal foot 
pedals. When consumers pick up Stee/ Battalion (see 
the review on page 86) this November, they’ll be leaving 
the store with an army-green box noticeably bigger than 
the Xbox console itself. “Originally, | wanted the 
controller to be made entirely out of metal,” Inaba adds. 
Wasn’t he worried its steep $200 price tag and bulky 
size would render the controller dead on arrival at retail? 
“| was a bit worried, but my goal was to create a good 
mech simulator, and I’ve done it.” 


You want buttons? You got buttons. Lots of them. Use the 
tuner dial here to lock into the communication frequencies of 
friendly units and back-up support choppers. The bottom six 
buttons swap your weapons, change your magazines, put out 
cockpit fires, and even wash your mech’s windshield. 


Look upon the all-important “eject” button, protected by its 
own plastic cover. What’s the point, you ask? Ejecting keeps you 
alive to fight another day-and, in game terms—it also means you 
get to continue from the last failed mission, as opposed to having 
to start over from the very beginning. Ouch. 


Never mind the mechs, we could have used these heavy duty 
foot pedals for our Sega GT review last issue. As logic would 
dictate, one pedal accelerates while another brakes. The third 
clutch-like piece off to the left is actually a boost for your mech, 
only to be used during emergencies (read: all the time). 
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According to the world of Stee/ Battalion, giant battle mechs 80 
years in the future will still require you to manually shift gears. 
Silly, yes—but this aspect is integrated nicely into the gameplay. 
Walking up slopes and hills requires you to drop down into first or 


second gear, just like a real car. Go figure. 


As you can see, Steel Battalion’s controller perfectly comple- 
ments its in-game cockpit. There are multiple generations of 
mechs in the game, so as you progress, the cockpit will change, 
from super-cramped to a more open setup, affording spacious 
views of your surroundings. Trust us, it makes a huge difference. 


b Game Cube logo are trademarks of Nintendo. The ratings icon | 
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FROGGER FUN IS GROWING BY LEAPS 
AND BOUNDS, WITH AMAZING NEW 
ADVENTURES THAT MIX CLASSIC FROGGER 
GAMEPLAY WITH FROGGERIFIC NEW FEATURES! 


JUMP INTO WILD TILE-BASED PLATFORM ACTION 
WITH FROGGER BEYOND™ ON THE XBOX, 
NINTENDO* GAMECUBE™ AND PC. UNLOCK 

GAMEPLAY AREAS, COLLECT POWER-UPS AND MORE. 


FROGGER’'S ADVENTURES 2 THE LOST WAND™ BRINGS 
ARCADE-STYLE INTENSITY ON GAME BOY°® ADVANCE, 
AND MULTI-PLAYER MINI GAMES WITH UP TO 3 FRIENDS. 
BUT WATCH OUT-— ONCE YOU HOP, YOU JUST CAN'T STOP! 
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sault™ is available now for the PC 


Medal of Honor Allied As 
Medal of Honor Allied Assault™ Spearhead coming Fall 2002 for the PC 
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~* e+ une 6th c6cc hours. Omaha Beach. D-day. 


After three years of enemy occupation, the journey to take back France will be perilou 
Beware. If the hypothermia, underwater mines and Belgian Gates don’t kill you, there 
will be plenty of Nazis awaiting your arrival only too glad to help finish the job. 


Godspeed, soldier. Save yourself. Save France. Then save the world. Enlist at mm 
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The overwhelming success of Metal 
Gear Solid 2 could only mean one 
thing: a limitless supply of me-too, 
third-person, stealth-action titles for 
indiscriminate gamers everywhere. 
Ever the optimists here at Xbox 
Nation, however, we believe this could 
be a good thing—if said stealth-action 
clone was done right. Batman: Dark 
Tomorrow, slated for release late 
Februrary 2003, has the potential to be 
a very good clone indeed. For its 
story, Kemco brought together comic 
writer Scott Peterson and Kenji Terada 
(Final Fantasy |, |,/ and III) to weave an 
Arkham Asylum smorgasbord bringing 
together classic villains such as 
Poison Ivy and The Joker. The 
gameplay, while stealthy and action- 
based, will also be interlaced with 
crime-solving puzzlers to further the 
narrative. “Batman wasn’t just a 
superhero,” Terada said. “He was also 
a detective.” Oh yeah. 


What underground level would be 
complete without a complement of surly 
and gigantic sewer rats? 


Anybody who played the 

original Project Gotham 

Racing got the false impres- 
sion that there was absolutely no 
traffic in downtown San Francisco. 
Picking up where the original left off, 
Project Gotham Racing 2 now lets 
you hit the asphalt in international 
cities such as Hong Kong and 
Edinburgh, Scotland—but there’s still 
no word from developer Bizarre 
Creations if you’ll be doing it on 
beautiful streets devoid of traffic 
and pedestrians. 

The plan right now, according 
Microsoft Games’ Racing Product 
Manager Raja Subramoni, “is to have at 
least twice as many cities [as the 
original], with over 200 tracks to speed 
through...but it’s still to early to nail 
down exact numbers because all the 
gameplay modes and levels haven’t 


been finalized yet.” 

Players will be able to tear through 
city streets in both new and classic hot 
rods, Subramoni said. Head into the 
garage for keys to Ferrari’s new Enzo or 
575 Maranello, the Porsche 911GT2, 
Lotus 340R, the Mercedes Benz 300 
SL Gullwing, the Delfino Feroce, and 
the Lexus SC 430—there will be 
approximately 50 cars in the game. 

In order to gain access to all these 
extras, Bizarre is modifying the skill- 
based Kudos system from the last 
game in order to adds a rating system 
that more accurately ranks players and 
their ingenuity. And, like the last game, 
there’ll be a ton of extra cars and tracks 
to unlock as you go. 

What isn’t locked down are the 
multiplayer game modes. Sure, players 
will be able to square off against 
buddies at home via split-screen, but 


Mercedes, and all other Euro car companies, 
will be well represented in Project Gotham 2. 


with system link and Xbox Live support 
for at least eight competitors, we’re 
hoping developer Bizarre Creations 
goes the extra mile to innovate with the 
Gotham’s online gameplay. Subramoni 
also hinted players will be able to 
download new content, although he 
remained vague about what the actual 
goods might be. 

Obviously, Racing 2 will definitely 
have better graphics than its 
predecessor. Like many drool-worthy 
Xbox games slated for 2003, Racing 2 
will powerslide into stores late 
next year. 


Galleon still delayed In news that shocks no one, 
the Xbox action-adventure Galleon has been delayed yet 
again. Interplay now says the game, which was created by 
Toby Gard of Tomb Raider fame, will see release in 2003. No 
reason was given for this, the game’s 2003rd delay. 
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“We’re Sikh of this!” Eidos’ Hitman 2 has won no 
friends among Sikhs, who've been angered at the fact that 
one of the game's final levels is set in a Sikh temple. An 
Online petition (http://www.sikhnet.com/s/Hitman2Pet) was 
circulated to have the game recalled. 


Sore Thumbs Website Gamers.com has reported 
that English game player Alex “Dreg” Nitkin has insured his 
fingers for $500,000. Nitkin needed the insurance as protec- 
tion against injury that might prevent him from playing in 
Korea’s World Cyber Games. No lie. 
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with unique encounters 


°1 Opened copy of Panzer Dragoon 
Saga signed by Smilebit 

°1 Sega Saturn 

°1 Sega Saturn 3D Control Pad 

°1 Signed Panzer Dragoon ORTA 
“movie-style” poster 

°1 Panzer Dragoon ORTA t-shirt 


Enemies attack from all sides 
in a 360 degree theater 
of combat. 
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Unopened copy of Panzer Dragoon Saga for Sega Saturn 
*1 Signed Panzer Dragoon ORTA “movie-style” poster 
°1 Panzer Dragoon ORTA t-shirt 
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High-quality cut-scenes weave °1 Panzer Dragoon ORTA t-shirt 
a compelling story of war, 


hope, and resurrection 
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Master multiple dragon 
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Having created the ultra-realistic Xbox 
racer RalliSport Challenge, you 
wouldn’t expect developer Digital 
Illusions to yank on the handbrakes, 
flip a 180, and turn out something as 
wacky and frenetic as Midtown 
Madness 3. As the first game in a 
popular PC franchise to land on 
consoles, Madness is an over-the-top 
romp through some of the world’s 
most famous cities (Paris and 
Washington D.C., the nation’s murder 
capital, being two of the latest 
additions to the series). And since 
driving through dense urban areas 
without causing any havoc just isn’t 
any fun, Madness lets you chase down 
pedestrians, smash into buildings, and 
wrap your car around poles—all in the 
name of excitement and thrills. Tired of 
wrecking yourself? Take Madness onto 
Xbox Live and go head-to-head 
against fellow subscribers for 
something fast and furious this winter. 


The concept of “Safety First” goes 
completely out the window in Midtown 
Madness 3. Like driving in San Francisco. 


Although this space-age, 

squad-based combat game 

has been pushed back for 
months, we still eagerly await the 
arrival of Microsoft’s latest third- 
person shooter, Brute Force. Why? 
Not for its promise of delicious 
graphics, but rather for its dynamic 
A.|. that’s smart enough to hold its 
own, whether you’re playing solo, or 
co-op with real, living friends. 

Slated for a release late this year, 

Brute has been compared to every- 
thing from Halo to Tom Clancy’s 
Rainbow Six—and for good reason. 
Four different types of soldiers round 
out your squad: the space marine 
equivalent of Rambo; a cyborg sniper; 
a stealthy commando; and a giant 
shaman, lizard-man from the cutting- 
room floors of Turok. During the 
game, players will need to switch 


between troopers on-the-fly, or feed 
each one instructions. 

According to the game’s producer 
Erin Roberts at Digital Anvil, the real 
trick has been perfecting the in-game 
A.l. “The friendly A.I. is very advanced. 
Your squadmates will know when to 
seek cover when suppressed, how to 
lay down covering fire to allow another 
squad mate to move forward. The bad 
news is that enemy A.I. is just as 
smart.” When outgunned, expect the 
oppposition to call in the cavalry, or to 
hide themselves, and seek out an 
opportunity for ambushes. 

Another nifty feature is the ability 
for anyone to hop-in for some multi- 
player co-op any time during in a 
campaign mission. “I could be playing 
on my own for four missions when a 
friend turns up in the middle of the 
fifth,” Roberts said. “| don’t have to 


Brute Force includes six different worlds, and 
A.|. commandos whose skills improve over time. 


save or restart. | just let my friend plug 
a controller in, and he automatically 
takes control of one of the available 
squad members.” When the extra help 
decides to leave, the screen un-splits 
on the fly, and the character becomes 
A.|.-controlled once again. 

Lastly, Brute introduces a new twist 
to the usual deathmatch modes: A 
squad versus squad match to see who 
is best at commanding a team. 

Even without online play, our trigger 
fingers are itching to give this sucker a 
shot. Brute Force, even spite its 
delays, looks to be, well, brutally cool. 


XBN by the numbers #1 One new staff 
member, two new staff members next issue, three Houses 
of the Dead, four basketball reviews on one page, five times 
Greg Orlando threatened to go postal over the course of the 
writing of this small news blurb. 


€ 042 XBN 


The Antifunk Sega’s review copies for ToeJam & Earl 
l/l initially featured the game’s antagonist “The Antifunk” as 
a disembodied head with a pointy white hood. In the 
eleventh hour, the Antifunk was redesigned into a disembod- 
ied skull. It’s unclear who, exactly, made the decision. 


XBN by the numbers #2 Zero number of seas 
in Crimson Sea, zero houses in House of the Dead 3, zero 
dragoons in Panzer Dragoon Orta, zero Lords in Lord of the 
Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring, and zero percent 
extremeness in Antz Extreme Racing. 


Travel to:the scorched earth. 
descend.into:the Metal Dungeon. 
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Fight your way through the hordes of cybernetic creatures, 
alien monstrosities and beings of myth in 10 regenerating dungeons; 
even test your skills in the coliseum. 


Create and swap a powerful group of cyborg adventurers in 
the ultimate dungeon crawl. Totally customize your 
characters with mod chips, implants, and abilities. 


Enter the seetereicctaties Role-Playing world of Metal 7 
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Only on Xbox™ 


Che Protectors at all 
_ that is good 


Hre ready fo destroy 
all that is evil 


© SIMULTANEOUS MULTI-PLAYER 
(1-4) ACTION THROWS YOU INTO 26 
PERILOUS LEVELS OF NON-STOP 
SWORD PLAY AND MAGIC. 


© COLLECT WEAPONS. SPELLS 
AND MAGICAL STONES IN A 
BATTLE TO SAVE YOUR WORLD. 


© WARRIOR OR WARLOCK, ARCHER 
OR THIEF. 
CHOOSE YOUR CHARACTER. 
RAISE YOUR WEAPON. 
BEGIN YOUR QUEST. 


there games meet reality. 
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In search of answers, we recently stormed 
the heart of the Japanese game scene: the 
surreal, neon Akihabara district of Tokyo. 

Akihabara is the place in Japan to go for electron- 
ics. It’s a large neighborhood devoted almost 
exclusively to store after store of any and everything 
electronic. From the massive super-sparkly computer 
superstores to the dingiest, tiniest, back-alley anime 
porn-game shop, if you want it, they have it here: 
Arcade boards, American import games, and MPEG 
videos full of stuff you don’t even want to know about. 

This is also where the action always is on launch 
day of any new console, and it’s here that the Xbox is 
struggling to hold onto the hearts and wallets of the 
Japanese gaming populace. 

Xbox Nation spoke with a handful of true gaming 
representatives, asking each of them a set of specific 
questions: 1) How well is the Xbox selling in Japan? 

2) Do you think the situation will improve in the future? 
3) What does Microsoft need to do to get ahead here? 
4) Describe your image of Microsoft. How about the 
shape, design, and size of the Xbox? If a hip Japanese 
company redesigned the Xbox and made it smaller, 
would it improve the health of the Xbox in Japan? 

Here’s what the respondents had to say: 
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Takasaki-san 


Xbox doesn’t seem to be doing well in Japan. Most 
titles are yo ge (“Yo” for western, “Ge” for games), not 
really geared towards the Japanese market. The Xbox 
just can’t really compete with the PlayStation 2, [there 
are] only a handful of games and most of them created 
with another market in mind. Why would the typical 
Japanese user choose Xbox over the more established 
and accessible PS2? If Xbox had ports of all the major 
PS2 games | ould see it happening, but | can’t really 
see the situation improving much in the near future. 
My image of Microsoft is Windows. My [PC] at home is 
Windows! It’s not perfect, but hey, | use it. | don’t have 
a bad image of MS. Unfortunately, the Xbox itself is too 
big...Japanese houses are small. They should’ve made 
the Japanese version smaller and more stylish, like the 
PS2. There really are a lot of people who won’t buy it 
because of the size, and the software is not enough. 


Tsuchiya-san 


| have a Japanese Xbox with five games: Dead or Alive 
3, Phantom Crash, Double S.T-E.A.L. [Wreckless], Halo, 
Murakumo, and Jet Set Radio! Japanese gamers and 
American gamers tend to have pretty different tastes in 
games: Americans love first-person shooters, Japanese 
don’t. Seeing how there are no decent RPGs for the 
Xbox, it’s no wonder it’s not selling! The Xbox is large— 
four times bigger than GameCube! C’mon man. And 
the design isn’t exactly stylin’ either, which | think hurts. 
Xbox’s overall image would definitely improve if they 
were to redesign it and make it smaller, but without 
good games made for the Japanese market it’s a 
losing battle. Many Japanese gamers don’t like yoge, 
so Xbox is in a tough spot without more made for 
Japanese games. The design, the systems of yo ge are 
very complex; Japanese gamers lose interest if they 
can’t quickly understand what the game is all about. 
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Niwa-san 


The Xbox is not selling in Japan. | buy quite a lot of 
Xbox software actually, Halo being my favorite. | love 
foreign games—bring ‘em on. | usually can’t play too 
many yo ge because | can’t understand them, but 
Microsoft has been translating them well for the 
Japanese Xbox so | love that aspect. While the size 
of the Xbox is quite large, if you stop to consider the 
specs of the machine, it’s really quite powerful, | 
don't think it’s too large considering that. | guess 
maybe most Japanese players aren’t so impressed 
by that. But yes, | like the design of the Xbox, it’s 
very powerful. If they were to redesign it | would like 
to see that very much. Everyone says it’s too big, but 


even if it were smaller | wonder if it would really make 


a difference in sales. My image of Microsoft remains 
that of a computer company; | don’t personally care, 
| just like good games, no matter who makes them. 


XPRE 


Now and Next 


Kunibara-san 


| have an American Xbox and a handful of the most 
popular games. Microsoft is in a tough situation in 
Japan. No Dragonquest, no Final Fantasy, nothing! 
There are loads of over-the-top American action 
games, but how do you define Xbox? It’s not like 
Sony. It’s not like Nintendo. Microsoft needs to find a 
way to identify themselves, make a strong good 
impression with a major franchise. The overall image 
of a product is very important to the Japanese 
consumer: The packaging, the logo, the opening 
animations of a game, the overall visual impact is 
incredibly important. Microsoft needs a Japanese- 
friendly mascot character. And RPGs! Action games 
end quickly compared to RPGs. | can’t stress the 
importance of RPGs enough. Even though many 
people won't actually finish a really long game, if the 


package and characters are appealing they will buy it. 


Sakamoto-san 


There are people who are buying the Xbox. 
Personally | would buy an American Xbox before | 
would buy a Japanese one. | play mostly foreign 
games on my PC. Microsoft is a huge, strong 
company, but they don’t seem to be too concerned 
about the typical Japanese user. | actually really like 
the design and size of the Xbox. More than a 
redesign of the hardware, | think they should release 
the Xbox in different color schemes. Although | don’t 
personally own an Xbox, | really want Halo! | will buy 
the PC version! But why did they make this huge box 
curved on top! It’s so big and heavy | want to put 
things on top of it but it’s curved so anything you put 
on it falls right off! You know how small Japanese 
homes are, Nintendo and Sony really take a lot of 
Care in designing new products for Japanese house- 
holds, Microsoft needs to take a clue from them. 
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Bat Bombs 


01 We almost used 
them in WWII 
Nose-picking Title - - Publisher Genre — Release 
02 It’s called rhinotill- cancer VS. SNK 2: EO Capcom Fighting Dec-02 
— Dark Angel . Sierra Action Peete 
PT. Barnum Fila World Tennis THQ Sports Dec-02 
03 Coined more terms Freaky Fliers Midway Racing - Dec-02 
than anyone, ever. ey 
Frogger Sayend Konami Action Dec-02 
04 Ted Roosevelt Haven: Call of the King Midway Platform Dec-02 - 
Got shot, but still Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers EA Games Action Dec-02 
gave his speech. . com : 
Lotus Challenge Titus Racing /Dec02 | 
Empire St. Bldg. NCAA College Basketball 2K3 Sega Sports Dec-02 
05 Contains exactly A oe TDK Ad t J 03 
10 million bricks. quaman nee a 
Armada 2: Star Command Metro 3D Action Jan-03 
06 Ding Dong Batman: Dark Tomorrow - Kemco Action Jan-03, 
A real city in Texas. : : 
Battle Engine Aquila Infogrames Action Jan-03 
Brute Force : Microsoft Action _ Jan-03 
07 150 Daredevil: Man Without Fear Encore Software Action Jan-03 
People killed by : 
coconuts yearly. David Beckham Soccer Majesco Sports Jan-03 
Dead or Alive Xtreme Beach Volleyball Tecmo Sports Jan-03 
Aaron Freedom: The Battle for Libery Island EA Studios Action/Strategy Janos 
08 
Elvis’ middle name. . 
Fuel Dreamcatcher Interactive Racing Jan-03 
_— Jane’s Attack Squadron Xicat | Shooter = __Jan-03 
09 ane English Jurassic Park: tla th Genesis Universal Interactive Strategy Jan-03 
sentence possible. Kung-Fu Chaos _ | Microsoft a Benen | — Jan-03 - 
Malice Sierra Action Jan-03 
Cows , | one 
10 Have a Bill of Moto-X Konami Racing — Jan-03 i 
Rights in India. Muzzle Flash Victor Interactive Shooter Jan-03 
Outlaw Volleyball: Spike or Die Simon and Schuster Interactive Sports _ Jan-03. 
Panzer Dragoon Orta Sega Shooter Jan-03 
Hee Infogrames © Strategy Jan-03 
Slam Tennis Infogrames Sports Jan-03 
Starsky and Hutch _ Empire Interactive Action Jan-03 Wi 
Brute Force Vexx Acclaim Action Jan-03 
neil ene All-Star Baseball 2004 Acclaim Sports Feb-03 
really great or really bad. " 
Barbarian Titus Action Feb-03 
Crimson Skies: High Road to Revenge _ Microsoft Action Feb-03 
KOTOR > : : : 
Jedi battles, RPG good- DroneZ Metro3D Action Feb-03 
ness, no Jar-Jar Stinks. : apa yslcig ee ; yeu 
-Dungeons and Dragons Heroes Infogrames Action RPG © Fenog) 
Lalo @ Falcone Titus Shooter Feb-03 
cant wel ananue: _ Indiana Jones and the Emperor's Tomb LucasArts Action Feb-03 
We want it now. Marvel vs. Capcom 2: New Age of Heroes Capcom Fighting Feb-03 
Mercades Benz World Racing - TDK Racing Feb-03 
True Fantasy | 
Gniine Midtown Madness 3 ; Microsoft Racing Feb-03 | 
Make it reality! Fast! Mission Impossible: Operation Surma _—_—_—s Infogrames Action | Feo-03 =~ ) 
Pro Race Driver Codemasters Racing Feb-03 
B.C. . Sot Cruise | Titus Action _ Feb-03 
Cavemen + giant - 
dinosaurs = fun. Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republi LucasArts Action RPG Feb-03 
State of Emergency Rockstar Action Feb-03 | 
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Visit www.esrb.ord 
OF call 1-800-771-3772 Legends of Wrestling™ 2 and Acclaim ® & © 2002 Acclaim Entertainment, Inc. All Rights Reserved. Developed by Acclaim Studios Salt Lake City. All Rights Reserved. 


“PlayStation” and the “PS” Family logo are registered trademarks of Sony Computer Entertainment Inc. Microsoft, Xbox and the Xbox Logos are either registered trademarks 
or trademarks of Microsoft Corporation in the U.S. and/or in other countries and are used under license from Microsoft. TM, ® and the Nintendo GameCube logo are 
trademarks of Nintendo. Game Boy and Game Boy Advance are trademarks of Nintendo. © 2001 Nintendo. Screens shown were taken from the Xbox version of the video game. 
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The last thing Eric Palone did. 
The last thing Ed Stevenson did. 
The last thing Sara Borden did. 
The last thing Matt Bright did. 
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The last thing Brad Isa did. 
The last thing Tanya Manley did. 
The last thing Greg Park did. 


»The last thing Brian Salmon did. 


: It’s simple. You miss, you die. Now that 
may be harsh, but that’s the reality of 
Unreal Championship. If you’re scared, 
walk away. But if you’re up for the 
challenge of the most ruthless game 
ever played, prepare for battle. But aim 


wisely. Otherwise it might be the last: 


thing you ever do. 
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The Big Hitters 


As the anticipation builds for their newest 
RPG, Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic, 
BioWare’s resident doctors Raymond Muzyka 
and Greg Zeschuk are playing to win 


Words | Greg Orlando - Photography | John Ulan 


It is then and not now, and the doctor is definitely out. 

A pizza steams in front of Dr. Raymond Muzyka and 

the topic, nay, the obsession of the day is neither his 
game company BioWare nor its much-anticipated Xbox RPG 
Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic, but rather the table 
game foosball. He’s discussing the strengths and weaknesses 
of the foosball players he’s come in contact with, speaking in 
reverent tones about a mysterious ace nicknamed “Lunch 
Money” (“perhaps the best overall foosball player I’ve ever 
seen,” Muzyka notes) the way another man might describe 
Willie Mays’ famous over-the-shoulder catch in the 1954 
World Series. 

At the other end of the table, Dr. Greg Zeschuk is not talking 
about foosball, but even money says he’s thinking about it. Put the 
two doctors together and you’ve got a hell of a foosball team, 
Zeschuk powering the offense with a wicked slap shot and Muzyka 
holding down a tight defense. Oh, and you’ve also got BioWare’s 
braintrust, its chief executive officers, and two men who are of one 
mind on the notion that the success of their company and its 
games is due to the skill and dedication of many, many fine people. 
“We always try to talk about and thank our great employees at 
BioWare—they are all without exception fantastic people, and 
deserve all the credit for BioWare’s great games past, present, and 
future,” Muzyka says. 


Muzyka is tall and clean-shaven, perhaps the neater of the two. 
Zeschuk is shorter, bearded, and the one more quick to smile. The 
two met in medical school where they formed a friendship based 
on, Muzyka says, “common interests of videogames, foosball, and 
cutting class.” After practicing medicine for half a decade or so, the 
duo formed BioWare, a game company that in seven short years 
begat such beloved PC- and console-based titles as Ba/dur’s Gate, 
Baldur's Gate II: Shadows of Amn, MDK II, and Neverwinter Nights. 

Some gaudy wrestling personality might proclaim Muzyka and 
Zeschuk to be twin brothers from different mothers. Oddly enough, 
the evidence tends to support this; post-med school, both men 
returned to academia’s bosom to pick up graduate degrees in 
business administration (Zeschuk has yet to complete his master’s). 
In conversation, they oftentimes complete each other’s sentences. 
Perhaps most importantly, they’re also both possessed of some 
fairly concrete (and synchronous) notions of what it takes to make a 
game, and then make that game excellent. 

“My philosophy for making games is simple,” Zeschuk says. 
“Figure out what you’re making, and make sure it is worth playing.” 

Muzyka says, “Make sure the [game] interface is powerful, 
transparent, and intuitive. If a videogame interface is truly great, few 
people will even be aware that it is there. Next, make sure the 


storyline and characters are strong, and evoke emotion in the 
players—the surefire sign of a successful storyline is one where, 
years later, you find yourself talking over beers with an otherwise- 
jaded videogame journalist with both of you saying things like, ‘Do 
you remember when X did Y in that game?’ ‘Yeah! That was great!’ 

“Finally,” he says, “make sure you make a living world where the 
graphics are at a consistently high level of quality—they need to 
stand out against the competition, particularly on a game system as 
good technologically as the Xbox.” 

These beliefs carried BioWare from the tail end of the 20th 
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century into the 21st, and have served the company and its 
founders very well. Now, Muzyka and Zeschuk are looking at the 
sky and perhaps, as AC/DC crooner Brian Johnson once howled, 
it’s getting them high. Game behemoths Microsoft and LucasArts 
have enlisted BioWare to produce role-playing games (one being a 
secretive, can’t tell, hush-hush affair, and the other, Star Wars: 
Knights of the Old Republic) for them. Their company BioWare 
employs 135 or so people, and has its office in Edmonton, which is 
contained within the borders of the United States’ plucky, can-do 
neighbor to the north, Canada. 


BioWhere? 

Housed in a rather unassuming office building, BioWare sprawls out 
over two floors and is just the sort of place you’d want to work—and 
perhaps die and be buried in. Concept art from Knights of the Old 
Republic lines one long hallway. An extended pause and stare 
session reveals sketches of a female wookiee; a robed, shoulder-pad 
and helmet-wearing jerk Darth Revan; rodians, droids; strange space 
ships, one of which looks like a peace symbol tipped on its side and 
minus the encapsulating circle; huge sandcrawlers; exotic flying 
beasts; and slobbering gammorean guards. Game testers hold court 
in a darkened room with a comfy couch for those rough deadline 
nights and a back wall decorated with colorful covers from that fine 
comic-based publication Wizard. Everywhere, there are posters and 
action figures and people hunched over computers. 

A huge kitchen area provides food and drink for the masses, and 
by 10 a.m. the place looks as if it’s been run over by a tank and then 
played host to a vulture convention. It’s located right next door to 
BioWare's recreation room, a sort of slacker haven complete with a 
Gauntlet arcade machine and four tables, one for Ping-Pong and 
three of the foosball variety. (Ask a BioWare employee about the 
different foosball tables and you'll get a lengthy description of each 
one’s nuances, its speed and sweet spots, as well as commentary on 
the different types of foosballs used and how they perform.) Game 
consoles, among them a Genesis and Dreamcast, rest near a series 
of couches. On this particularly day, a copy of NHL ’96 is plugged 
into the Genesis, and the queen mother of all fighting games, Soul 
Calibur, can be found in the Dreamcast. 

Do not misconstrue, though: This is a room for fun and games, 
certainly, but BioWare takes its fun very seriously. The recreation 
room maintains the grim sensibility of the rest of BioWare; foosball 
and Ping-Pong games are often arranged as part of league play with 


The mystery game? 


BioWare isn’t talking about its next 
Xbox effort—and even when 
Raymond Muzyka, the company’s 
joint chief operating officer does 
speak about it, he can’t say much 
out of courtesy to Microsoft. 
“We’re really excited by the game 
because it’s a brand-new 
intellectual property, a new world 
which is wholly BioWare created. 
It’s really quite an interesting 
concept and it will be a game that 
appeals to console role-playing 
and action-adventure fans.” 
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Ray is a great friend and colleague. We’ve been 
friends for more than 14 years since meeting in 
medical school, and we’ve worked together 
building BioWare over the last eight years. 
Throughout that time we have both learned a lot 
about building a business and even more about 
making games. We share a few common 
interests (beyond videogames and foosball), 
including imbibing fine scotch (generally not at 
work, except for special occasions such as the 
launch of Neverwinter Nights where the entire 
company partook in a fine beverage). Ray also 
enjoys sushi, cigars, and fine wine (in no 
particular order). 

Ray and | tend to have very different 
approaches to issues that affect the company. In 
compromising, we tend to reach unique 
conclusions preferable to our individual positions. 
We both think this duality seems to help the 
company. Ray is very committed to both BioWare 
and the people that work here—it is quite 
inspiring to see his passion for the company and 
our people in full form. | really couldn’t ask for a 
better partner to help run BioWare. 


“This has to be the best-looking game on 
the Xbox,’ Zeschuk says about Knights of the 
Old Republic. 
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fixed two-man teams and heated rivalries. Beside the Ping-Pong 
table, a sheet of paper pays homage to the guidelines set in Chuck 
Palahniuk’s Fight Club. “The third rule of Ping Club,” the sheet 
proclaims, “When someone yells ‘Stop,’ or goes limp the match is 
over.” Given the competitive nature of BioWare and its employees, 
this rule seems less like hyperbole than it does a sensible precaution. 


The game is afoot 
It is now and not then, and everything at once comes crystal clear 
into focus, is put into perspective, falls into place like puzzle pieces. 
“This has to be the best-looking game on the 
Xbox,” Zeschuk says about Knights of the Old 
Republic. Later, when being interviewed in a 
quiet conference room, Muzyka asserts 
that each new BioWare effort “just has 
to be a little bit better than the previous 
ones.” This is why, when it comes 
time to show off the game, Zeschuk 
» and Muzyka pack their demo room 
: with warm bodies. Among the 
assembled members of the 
demonstration team are Casey 
Hudson, Knights’ 
producer/project 
manager; lead 
programmer 
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David Falkner; art director Derek Watts; James Ohlen, the game’s 
primary text writer and BioWare’s director of writing and design; 
and Teresa Cotesta, BioWare’s communications coordinator. Add 
two visitors from LucasArts and a photographer scoping out his 
subjects, and a casual game preview has morphed into a very 
important—and serious—meeting. 

Still, now’s a perfect time to hype the game. With a major 
milestone (the finalization of all the game’s text) under its belt, 
BioWare's project takes a giant leap toward completion and the 
complicated process of hiring voice actors and recording dialogue 
will now commence. This hurdle successfully cleared, the 
demonstrations can begin in earnest. 

For those unfortunate enough to have been asleep or perhaps 
hiding under a rock when news of Knights of the Old Republic 
filtered out, the game will be a single-player RPG set 
approximately 4,000 years before the events in Star Wars: The 
Phantom Menace. The game takes its title and its inspiration from 
a Dark Horse Comics funnybook, but BioWare has placed the 
timeline of its game a few years after the events in the comic. “It’s 
an epic period,” Muzyka says. “There’s this tremendous battle 
going on between these two sides, the light and the dark. There’s 
more Jedi, it’s a really exciting period of the Star Wars universe 
and there’s a lot of creative latitude there as well, because it’s only 
loosely defined by this set of six [Dark Horse Comics] comics. Our 
designers, our artists, and our programmers really relish the 
opportunity to help create something that gets integrated to the 


Ray, on Greg 


Greg Zeschuk is a great joint CEO and business 
partner; I’ve learned a tremendous amount from 
him over the years. He generally approaches 
things differently than | do, and this difference in 
approach between us has been a real strength for 
BioWare. While | sometimes jump to a 
conclusion, he likes to debate. He tends to be 
more extroverted than me, though overall, our 
personalities have grown more similar over the 
years. Common interests for both of us include 
videogames, BioWare, and foosball (table soccer) 
—and, though we’re both very competitive with 
each other, we’ve been best friends (since med 
school) for most of the past decade (he was 
recently the best man at my wedding). People we 
both know often joke that Greg and | have the 
"hive mind" —we can finish each other’s 
sentences and generally know exactly what each 
other’s opinion will be on any topic. 


extent that LucasArts feels it’s worthy of integration into the Star 
Wars timeline.” 

When it comes time to show the game's introductory text crawl, 
all eyes turn toward a wall-mounted display at the back of the 
room. The screen flashes briefly, then reverts back to showing a 
Windows desktop. “That’s it,” Zeschuk proclaims. “We worked on 
that for weeks.” 

The error corrected, the introductory text crawls across the 
screen, accompanied by John Williams’ triumphant Star Wars 
theme. Without revealing the specifics, Knights sets up a plot 
wherein players are pitted against the villainy of the Dark Lord 
Revan and his lickspittle Darth Malak. The game opens with a 
fearsome battle, as a Republic battleship gets cut to ribbons by 
enemy spaceships and begins tumbling helplessly toward a blue- 
white world. The game’s tutorial takes place on this doomed 
spaceship, with the player’s hero trying to escape before gravity 
and twisted metal work their destructive magic. 

The protagonist starts out as a member of the Republic, but can 
grow and evolve as the storyline progresses and this, perhaps, is 
Knights’ most intriguing feature. “One of the most important parts 
of the design is allowing players to follow both a light and a dark 
path,” Hudson says. “Not in any small way, either—we want to 
create quite different experiences for whether you’re following the 
light or dark path. A lot of the things you do in the game, from the 
way you interact with characters, the sub-quests you choose to 
follow—all of these things really affect your environment and affect 


the way people interact with you. By the end of the game, you're 
not just an average person doing mean things or heroic things. 
You're actually gathering a lot of momentum toward something that 
is either very heroic or extremely evil.” A character portrait, which 
can be accessed at will, shows how far down the light or dark side 
a hero has traveled; should a hero behave towards those around 
him, his portrait will be suitably dark and twisted. 


Initially, the game presents three character classes: soldier, 
scoundrel, and scout. Within this basic framework, it’s possible to 
choose a Character’s sex and customize his or her appearance. 
Attribute points can be assigned to six different categories—and 
Knights employs the overly familiar sextet used in Dungeons and 
Dragons: strength, dexterity, intelligence, wisdom, constitution, 
and charisma. Fortitude, will, and reflex are thrown in for good 
measure, but these attributes are solely used for saving throws. In 
addition, it’s possible to choose various combat-specific special 
feats (such as lightning reflexes, sniper shot, power blast, power 
attack, critical strike, etc.) and non-combat skills (demolitions, 
computer use, persuasion, repair, stealth, awareness). After 
accumulating the requisite experience, heroes can branch out into 
three Jedi classes, whomping great amounts of ass with Force 
powers such as the fearsome choke and the less-fearsome but no 
less impressive telekinetic shove. Jedi will also be able to dice 
their way through the opposition with lightsabers of the dual- 


bladed variety (a la Darth Maul), other blades that can be thrown 
like boomerangs and, or two single swords that can be wielded 
simultaneously. 

The wealth of skills and feats in Knights ensures there’s no one 
right way to do things. Instead, it will be possible to tackle 
problems in a variety of ways. A horde of enemies could be 
dispatched by brute force with a hero and his allies wading in with 
blasters or lightsabers. Or, if a hero was particularly stealthy, he 
could avoid combat entirely. Or he could use his repair ability to fix 
up some busted droids and then send them on suicide missions 
against the baddies. Or he could use his powers of persuasion to 
pacify his enemies. Or he could...and the possibilities, if not 
unlimited, are certainly numerous. 

When brawling becomes inevitable, Knights employs rules-based 
combat based on Wizards of the Coast’s Star Wars pen-and-paper 
game. All of the fights take place in real-time, and can play out via 
hand-to-hand combat, with ranged or thrown weaponry and 
lightsabers. It’s possible to take direct control member of an 
adventuring party, and players can pause a fight at any time to 
evaluate the situation, issue commands, or switch weapons. 


Steve Gilmour 
Lead Animator 


Casey Hudson 
Producer 


When Hudson takes his three-man squad into battle, chaos ensues. One 
Jedi wades into the fray, madly swinging a lightsaber while another stays 
back and gestures. In the distance, an enemy begins to writhe, putting his 
hands up to his neck. The primary hero blazes away with a gun, which is 
later revealed to be a Mandalorian blaster, the type favored by the notorious 
bounty hunter Boba Fett. The din of battle includes lightsaber hums and 
laser zaps, screams of the unfortunate, and explosions. The discordant 
noises, jumbled together with an upbeat but strictly placeholder musical 
accompaniment, add a sense of urgency to the fight, and in short order the 
bad guys are sent to slab city. 

Tantalizing images flash on the screen. The wookiee homeworld 
Kashyyyk, sadly sporting little in the way of life appears; a moment of 
genuine intrigue emerges when, almost as an afterthought, LucasArts’ 
producer Mike Gallo reveals his company may make the official 
pronunciation of Kashyyyk CASH-ee-YECK. Manaan, a gorgeous underwater 
world, plays host to a gigantic sea monster and a sort of murder mystery; 
the Selkath (an aquatic race with huge skinflaps dangling down the side of 
their faces) have been senselessly butchering each other. Huge glass panels 
allow for a bit of foreshadowing and, sure enough, a hero will need to don a 
golden space-age wet suit for a dangerous trudge across the ocean floor. 

BioWare claims Knights will contain about 40-60 hours of gameplay. At 
One point, as Hudson scrolls down a list of program files, Zeschuk 
innocently muses, “There seem to be a lot of levels in this game.” Players 
can use the Millennium Falcon-esque Ebon Hawk to travel to Luke 
Skywalker’s home planet of Tatooine, the Sith base Korriban, Dantooine 
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(home of the Jedi academy) and six other planets. 

Gameplay will be fleshed out by nine non-player characters and droids 
who can join the hero, and be swapped at will to form three-member parties. 
Though these characters will remain static as far as their basic alignments 
and inclinations, they will react to a player’s actions via their dialogue—and it 
will be possible, Ohlen says, to alienate a character to the point where he’l| 
simply leave the party. In addition, there will be minigames such as a turret 
battle that can be used to defend the Ebon Hawk, a collectible card battle 
game, and races of the sort seen in Star Wars: Racer Revenge. There may 
also be holographic chess, but Hudson will only comment that it would 
make for a great Easter egg. 

There’s more, and even an in-depth demonstration with nine people from 
BioWare and LucasArts chiming in barely hints at its enormity. There will be 
gigantic rancor monsters to fight, gorgeous worlds where the grass sways 
realistically and the sun bleaches out the background (call it “overwhitening 
effects”), 50 or so prerendered movies to advance the plot, and tons of in- 
game movies that segue in and out of the game’s dialogue trees. “There’s a 
substantial amount of gameplay,” Muzyka says, and this seems an 
understatement of the highest order. “This is going to be a really rich, deep, 
long role-playing game. The fans are going to get their money’s worth.” 

When it’s time for the final credits to roll, Muzyka and Zeschuk saunter 
over to the middle foosball table for a send-off game. (It’s an immutable law 
at BioWare that there’s always time for one last game.) When it’s all said and 
done, the Force is indeed with Muzyka and Zeschuk. 

And, were he here to see it, Lunch Money, Zen master of the foosball 
table, would be proud. 
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| Developer : Smilebit 

| Publisher : Sega 

Expected Release : January 2003 

Origin : Japan 

Young heroine Orta takes to the skies ona 
dragon's back for this rail-shooter sequel to 
such classic Sega Saturn hits as Panzer 

| Dragoon, Panzer Dragoon II Zwei, and 
Panzer Dragoon Saga. 


Sega soars on dragon’s wings as it brings its beloved Panzer Dragoon series 
into the 21st century with the gorgeous Xbox game Panzer Dragoon Orta 


For whatever reason, Sega 

seems to be synonymous 

with cult hits. There are 
probably more beloved and rabidly 
adored games on Sega systems, 
percentage-wise, than on any other 
platform in the storied history of 
videogames. There’s no better 
example of this than the Panzer 
Dragoon series, which originally 
appeared in three separate games on 
the now-defunct Saturn. 

For gamers who grew up ona 
steady diet of bandicoots and buxom 
treasure hunters with English accents, 
Panzer Dragoon seems like little more 
than a misspelled title for a game about 
tanks. Fortunately, from what we've 
seen of the most recent build of Panzer 
Dragoon Orta, the brainchild of Sega’s 
developer Smilebit (the same group 
responsible for Jet Set Radio Future), 


the new generation exposed to this 
series will be left slack-jawed and open- 
mawed after even the most brief of play 
sessions. 

At its core, Orta is a shooter—albeit 
a deliciously detailed one—and tries to 
do little other than flesh out the 
experience introduced with the first two 
games on the Sega Saturn, something 
that Orta's producer himself copped to 
in an interview in issue three of Xbox 
Nation. Fortunately, the simple 
approach to the game seems to have 
paid off, resulting in a shooter that is 
easily among the most detailed sources 
of pupil fodder ever seen in games. 


There are moments in Panzer Dragoon 
Orta that seem crafted solely for the 
purpose of selling an Xbox, and we'll be 
damned if the game doesn’t move a 
load of copies based solely on its 
amazing screenshots. 

Yet while screenshots certainly paint 
a convincing picture of the game itself, 
they obviously can't do it justice in the 
way true motion can. Pictures can't 
convey the creamy smoothness with 
which the female lead Orta’s dragon 
flaps its wings, or the way its tail 
undulates in waves behind you. They 
can't illustrate the bombast with which 
explosions pepper the screen, evoking 


-}] Well, here are about 500,000 words, none of 
which we could top if we tried. 


oohs and aahs at regular intervals, or 
give proper weight to the intensely 
beautiful waves of color that spray out 
after beams of white-hot energy kiss a 
screenful of targets. 

Most unfortunate, though, is that 
they can't show how damn fun the 
whole thing is; Orta controls like a 
dream. While in classic style it's very 
much on rails, there's plenty of control 
over where you go as you’re guided 
through the levels. The ability to speed 
up and slow down—something that 
wasn't yet implemented when XBN 
traveled to Japan for the aformen- 
tioned cover feature—is in full effect 
here, and has been worked thoroughly 
into the railed gameplay. So is the 
ability to morph into more agile or more 
powerful dragon forms (one at the 


_) Orta’s dragon will change as the game goes on, and players can opt for either a fast and agile 
dragon, or one that packs a tremendous punch, but is rather slow. 


expense of the other, or course). The 
action takes place in 360 degrees 
around Orta and her dragon, and 
pressing the Xbox controller’s shoulder 
triggers will rotate the camera 
clockwise or counter-clockwise in 90 
degree chunks as the situation 
warrants. In her travels, Orta 
encounters all manner of beasts; a 
gigantic, sky-choking mothership that 
must be destroyed; and hostile craft by 
the squadron. 

Not all of Orta has bitten from its 
predecessors. If anything, the style in 
the 128-bit Panzer bears little 
resemblance to its 32-bit insipired 
roots. Whereas the Saturn Panzer 
games had a very surreal look to them 
(mainly because the technology at the 
time wasn't able to churn out complex 


3D environments), Orta taps more of a 
fantasy-styled artistic vein. The worlds 
are the lush, hyper-detailed antithesis of 
the previous games' sparse, lightly 
textured environs and the change is, 
surprisingly, a welcome one. 

The build XBN sampled didn't 
include 5.1 surround sound, but the 
effects work and music were crisp, 
Clear, and delightfully robust. It’s 
something that should hopefully give 
long-time fans the same warm, fuzzy 
feeling the original games evoked (not 
to mention a big, stupid grin that won’t 
dissipate for hours). 

XBN hasn’t been able to fully digest 
Smilebit's final product, but if the whole 
meal is as good as our nibble, January 
2003 can't get here soon enough. 

Sam Bishop 


Middle: Check out Orta taking on that huge 
mothership. It’s a doozy of a battle. 


| If there’s one thing the Xbox Nation 
| Staff loves more than pretending to 
work when we’re really shooting 


| rubber bands at one another, it’s bad | 


/ puns. Sega’s Panzer Dragoon Orta 


_ has provided us with endless fodder: | 


| Stop Dragoon my heart around, you 
| Orta know, Panzer in the dryer, Orta 
| be a law, Dragoon’s Lair, fancy 
| Panzer—all of them, delightful. 
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Developer : Namco 

Publisher : Namco 

Expected Release : Spring 2003 

Origin : Japan 

Soul Calibur slashed through the brawler 
scene with its deep, intricate weapons- 
based fighting system. Now, the sequel 
promises to raise the bar set by its 


predecessor. 


As the Queen Mum of 3D fighting games prepares for its long-awaited return, Xbox 
Nation examines the current state of the fighting union. The soul still yearns... 


The original Soul Calibur— 

itself a sequel to the highly- 

regarded Soul Edge—made 
its mark as a stellar 3D fighting game 
when it arrived at the Dreamcast’s 
U.S. launch back in September of 
1999. Fast, deep, and devastatingly 
beautiful, the game was a powerful 
retort to Sega’s seemingly impenet- 
rable Virtua Fighter 3, as well as 
Namco’s own Tekken 3. Even 
novices could participate in the 
visually explosive battles; those who 
dug deeper discovered the complex 
interplay of eight-way runs, attack 
moves, and guard-impact skills and 
were rewarded with a supremely 
balanced system. The best fighter 
ever conceived? Quite possibly. 
wil.ne sequel has been a long time 


a start, the game took an eternity to 
reach arcades—arriving back in July— 
and isn’t due on the Xbox and other 
systems until next year (we’d wager in 
the spring). So in light of the delays, 
and considering a post-Virtua Fighter 4 
fighting market that demands 
aggressive leaps rather than tentative 
steps forward in design, it’s tempting to 
ask: Will the soul still burn in 2003? 
Visually, Soul Calibur // might be 
considered something of a 
disappointment. Because the original 
game was so ahead of its time, it 
generated unrealistic expectations for a 
follow-up. Also, the shift to new 
technology for the sequel—in this case, 
the PlayStation 2-based arcade 
hardware System 246—isn’t nearly as 
pronounced as the leap from blocky 
PlayStation technology to Sega’s 
Dreamcast. There’s no denying this is a 


superb-looking game; it’s just closely 
rivaled by VF4 and, unsurprisingly, by 
Namco’s own Tekken 4. 

As expected, characters are far 
more detailed, with a great deal more 
geometry in their models, and, in 
particular, much better facial detailing. 
But once again, it’s the animation that 
really sings. Namco dubs one of its new 
techniques “motion blending”—the 
ability to independently animate 
separate sections of a body so that 
interruptions of a character’s 
movements won't unrealistically affect, 
for example, the arc of a sword swing. 
New character Raphael’s graceful 
fencing movements make some of 
VF4’s clunkier moments look decidedly 
arcane. It’s pure elegance. 

The basic controls and the fighting 
system also add little to initially 
distinguish Soul Calibur II from the 


Note: These screens are taken from the 
arcade version of SC2. Home versions may differ. 


original. The game still uses a four- 
button layout for high attacks, low 
attacks, kicks, and guards/blocks, and 
many of the moves that worked well in 
Soul Calibur still work this time around. 
But, of course, with approximately 100 
standard attacks per character 
(including eight-way run attacks, 
custom-stance attacks, throws, and 
wall-pinning attacks), there’s certainly 
a deep system at play here. 

The Guard Impact system, which 
allows for the countering of an 
opponent's hits before they land, has 


Arenas have been improved, and a few now employ walls to prevent too many ring-outs. One of 
the original's weaknesses was how each environment had no noticeable effect on gameplay. 


been tweaked so that it can be 
executed during eight-way runs, anda 
Guard Break feature allows the instant 
disabling of a character’s guarding. 
According to the developers, the over- 
riding difference is that "players are 
more conscious of space [in Calibur If 
when compared to the original. For 
example, the offensive action isn’t 
merely upper, middle, and lower. 

Four new characters—Cassandra, 
Yunsung, Rafael, and Talim—have been 
added to the default lineup of 13, each 
with his/her own unique fighting style 


and weapon. And when combined with 
the new stages, there’s an exotic flavor 
at play here that some may feel steers 
slightly away from the original’s purer 
fantasy aesthetic. 

Just as VF4 became the current 
benchmark for how to engineer a 3D 
fighting game that courts both casual 
and hardcore players, Calibur // is a 
game for the masses. “Its design has 
been strongly influenced by the market 
situation and the way people play these 
kind of games, not so much by other 
titles,” the development team told 
Xbox Nation. 

However, for Calibur // to make an 
impact in 2003, it’s arguable that only a 
seriously enhanced Xbox version—the 
only machine with enough juice—would 
cause the level of excitement generated 


Despite its inherent quality, Sou/ Calibur II is 
more of a revision than a fully-fledged sequel. 


by the original. The game’s loyal-but- 
dwindling-community of fans will no 
doubt be seduced by a Suite of 
promised extras in the home versions, 
but the developer’s hopes of “firmly 
acquiring the global standard position 
of fighting games in Japan as well as 
abroad” seem optimistic at best. 

Of course, the “rock, paper, scissors” 
formula exacted by fighting-game 
designers will probably keep future 
generations eternally amused, as long 
as it’s financed by state-of-the-art 3D. 
Only time will tell if Namco can inject 
some of the original magic it imbued 
into the original Dreamcast port into the 
home versions this time around. In the 
meantime, scour your local arcade 
scene and get a taste of things to come. 
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‘With a now-legendary pedigree, Blizzard Entertainment strikes fear into the hearts of 
many with the announcement of its console action-adventure StarCraft: Ghost 


Game Data 


Developer: Nihilistic/Blizzard 
Publisher: Blizzard Entertainment 

Expected Release: 1st Quarter, 2003 

Origin: United States 

_ StarCraft goes console with Blizzard's new 
third-person action-adventure StarCraft: 
Ghost. The game stars the human operative 
Nova and takes place shortly after the 

| events of The Brood War. 
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It was the return of déja vu 

all over again when Blizzard 

Entertainment announced it 
was returning to its console roots 


with StarCraft: Ghost for the next- 


gen console, including Microsoft's 
Xbox. The news of Ghost’s 
existence struck with the force of a 
40-megaton blast, and suitably 
rocked those in attendance at this 
year’s fall Tokyo Game Show. 

Big blasts are nothing new for 
Blizzard. Back in 1998, it released 
StarCraft for the PC, which featured a 
heated and futuristic three-way war 
among humans; an insect-like race 
called the Zerg; and a powerful 
humanoid species, the Protoss. 


Previously, the company had 
achieved notoriety in the early ‘90s by 
creating quality titles for the console 
systems of the day. In more recent 
times, Blizzard switched gears to focus 
on PC development, releasing such 
Classics as WarCraft and WarCraft II. 
Now, as the gears shift yet again, 
Blizzard North's Vice President Bill 
Roper spoke to Xbox Nation about his 
company’s latest effort. 

“We have always felt that games 
should be designed with their target 
platform firmly in mind,” Roper says. 
“The design for StarCraft: Ghost is 
specifically aimed at the console in 
many ways—from gameplay, to contro! 
scheme, to meeting the expectations 


of console gamers. We have no 
intentions to bring the title to the PC, 
just as when we created WarCraft III, it 
was [designed] for the PC, and was 
not brought over to the consoles.” 
Ghost serves as a sequel of sorts 
to StarCraft’s second episode, The 
Brood War. Roper says, “The 
storyline depicted in these scenes is 
set in the years following the 
apocalyptic finale to Brood War. The 
[human] Dominion, as established 
under the cunning dictator Arcturus 
Mengsk, is rebuilding. The 
whereabouts of new allies and old 
enemies are in doubt, andthe _ 
specialized skills of the covert Ghost 
operatives are in high demand.” 
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From dropping hidden Spider 
| mines to firing the twin 30mm 
autocannons to launching 
Hellfire Anti-Air Missles, if you 
| could do it in StarCraft, Nova 
| can likely do it in StarCraft: 
Ghost. 
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Blizzard’s Ghost will shed its real- 
time simulation skin and morph into a 
fully three-dimensional, third-person 
adventure title. “The game is designed 
to have a first-person feel from a third- 
person perspective,” Roper explains. 
“We want to immerse the player in the 
gritty sci-fi universe of StarCraft, so 
we specifically chose a third-person 
camera perspective because we 
wanted the player to have a strong 
sense of the Ghost’s abilities, 
including some amazing physical 
feats, and also for a real sense of 
scale.” With this new perspective shift 
comes a new gameplay sensibility— 
players will be able to step into the 
shoes of human operative Nova, a hot 
little number whose potential to kick 
ass and take names is near-unlimited. 


“When the team was thinking about 
what unit would give them the broadest 
range of game play possibilities, the 
Ghost was the only real consideration,” 
Roper says. “It just seemed to be the 
type of decision that no one person had 
to make because everyone who heard 
the idea for the game immediately 
thought of the Ghost as the right unit to 
represent. Also, the Ghost unit is really 
the entire reason the StarCraft universe 
came together from a story perspective. 
The Zerg came in search of the Terrans 
specifically to absorb their potential 
psionic abilities—as displayed by those 
chosen to enter the Ghost ranks—in 
order to better combat the Protoss. 

The Protoss, of course, followed the 
Zerg and became involved in a three- 
sided conflict. 


“We really want to focus on 
developing the Nova character and 
story, so our current plans are to have 
her be the sole playable character in 
the game,” Roper continues. “This is 
not to say, however, that she won’t get 
into some tense situations where she 
will be called upon to really change 
things up in regards to her approach to 
completing the assigned missions. 
Nova is a Ghost operative, so 
everything you saw that unit use and 
do in StarCraft is part of her design. 
From the standard-issue 25mm C-10 
Canister Rifle—complete with lock 
down grenades attachment—to the 
advanced Hostile Environment Suit 
which features Cloaking and Detection 
technology, Nova is prepared for the 
rigors of the battlefield.” 


THE ONLY THING THAT 


CAN STOP THE RACF IS 
00D WEATHER 


RSP in ph : 


Experience the thrills, spills and sub-arctic chills of authentic snowmobile action. Careen along snow-packed trails in blinding blizzards. 
Bust big, frosty air with over 30 different tricks. And pray for endless winter storm fronts. It’s Whiteout. And it’s got racing down cold. 


Strong Lyrics 
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Sneaky and powerful, Nova emerges 
as a multifaceted heroine. “She can 
take on enemies through stealth, 
localized firepower, and even by calling 
down a nuclear strike, just as the 
Ghost unit does in StarCraft. We want 
the player to not only experience the 
tactical tension of stealthy, personal 
combat, but also the adrenaline- 
pumping action of blowing up massive 
amounts of real estate while standing 
in the path of the rampaging Zerg.” 

As Nova, players will be able to 
tackle her enemies on fairly equal 
footing. “The Hostile Environment Suit 
is the single most advanced piece of 
personal battlefield technology ever 
created by the Terrans,” Roper says. 
“Born with incredible psionic 
potential, Ghost agents are trained 
from infancy to channel their mental 
energies to increase their natural 
strength, agility, and endurance. The 
Hostile Environment Suit not only 
provides a basic level of protection to 


the user, it also assists in the 
augmentation of these abilities. By 
channeling her mental energies, Nova 
is also able to greatly increase her 
mobility and send herself into a sort 
of hyperspeed.” 

Picture Nova as a red-headed and 
armor-wearing Trinity from The Matrix. 
“There is a major difference in 
gameplay, however, between this 
[hyperspeed] effect and the ‘bullet time’ 
used in, say, Max Payne,” Roper says. 
“In Max Payne, both the main character 
and his environment went into slow 
motion. In StarCraft: Ghost, Nova is 
moving at such incredible speeds that 
trying to have the player attempt to 
navigate the world was impossible. We 
instead show her environment greatly 
slowed down while she continues to 
move at normal speeds. This means 
that she can perform an amazing 
number of maneuvers and attacks 
against single or multiple enemies in 
what is, in reality, only a few seconds.” 


The Ghost unit is really the entire reason 
the StarCraft universe came 
together, from a story perspective. 
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“Each of the three species in the 
StarCraft RTS has a unique style of 
gameplay,” Roper says, “and we want 
to bring that feeling and those tactics to 
StarCraft: Ghost. Nova’s enemies will 
have different responses based on their 
unit type and their species. A Terran 
marine on patrol will act very differently 
to her presence than a Protoss templar. 
This is especially evident in the varying 
stages of alert that we have built into 
the enemy A.I. This includes everything 
from individuals changing their patrol 
patterns, to closing their visors and 
powering up weapon systems, to 
alerting other guards to be on the 
lookout, or even waking up an entire 
installation through a series of alarms. 
Some enemies might run and hide, 
or run away and then return with 
superior numbers.” 

Because the human faction in 
StarCraft is so reliant on technology, 
players will be able to control a 
veritable bounty of vehicles. “We intend 
to let Nova influence battles in many 
ways, and one of these is through the 
use of vehicles. We already have plans 
for Nova to drive a Vulture hovercycle 


» and jump behind the guns of a Goliath 


assault vehicle. 


“In terms of gameplay,” Roper 
continues, “we are very focused on 
creating a compelling and engrossing 
single-player experience. We want to 
enable and reward players for 
thinking through each mission (read: 
bonuses for stealth tactics as 
opposed to brute force), so our plan 
is make sure that all paths are viable. 
The Ghost is such a versatile 
character that Nova should be able 
to succeed in her missions in 
numerous ways.” 

Roper emphasizes that even 
though this is primarily a single-player 
adventure, fans of multiplayer games 
won’t be disappointed. “We do intend 
to support the multiplayer experience, 
but we have not yet determined exactly 
what that will be. Most action games 
tend to focus on deathmatch style 
gameplay, and while this can be 
incredibly fun, we are not sure how this 
will work with the Ghost unit, the world 
we are building, or the interconnectivity 
of the various platforms.” 

Nova will arrive next spring for 
Xbox, Playstation 2 and, GameCube. 
Xbox Nation is already hunkering down 
in anticipation of the blast.... 

Russell Garbutt 
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Join Shoe and the rest of the Game Group 
editors as they invade your screen with the 
latest game news and releases that will 
jumpstart your weekend! 


Tune in every Thursday 7:45 pm ET/ 4:45 pm PT 
to HOTWIRED'’s Big Video Game Hunting hosted by Renay San Miguel 
on CNN Headline News. 
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| Developer : Bungie 
Publisher : Microsoft 

| Expected Release : November 2003 

| Origin : Redmond, WA 

| The battle rages yet again, and Master Chief 

| travels to Earth to repel a Covenant 

| invasion. Halo 2 features multiplayer online 
play, new weapons, new enemies, and is our 


| new reason for continuing to breathe. 
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Bungie jumps headlong into the fray with the most eagerly anticipated 
videogame in recent memory. Can combat continue to evolve? 


Pundits postulate that 

success breeds success. 

And while that’s certainly all 
well and good, the history of the 
entertainment world has proven that 
success—especially big-time 
success—is hard to follow. Just ask 
musical one-hit wonders like Gerardo 
and Right Said Fred, who suffered 
the all-too-common slings and 
arrows best known as the sopho- 
more jinx. And aside from the sacred 
Empire Strikes Back, has there ever 
been a motion-picture sequel that’s 
lived up to its predecessor? 

Needless to say, the guys and gals 

at Bungie have their work cut out for 
them in producing a follow-up with 
enough gusto to please the sweaty 
masses. Halo 2’s thrilling trailer and 


) sorted early info seem to indicate 


they’re more than up to the task, and 


since the game won’t ship until late 
2003, there’s still time to make sure it’s 
ready to blow minds the world over. 

So what can you expect? More. 
More of everything that made millions 
of Xboxers with itchy trigger fingers fall 
in love at first kill when Halo’s opening 
screens first booted up. The Master 
Chief is back, with a spiffy new bump- 
mapped set of duds boasting an 
impressive graphical upgrade; with 
individual fingers and a toe that bends, 
it's a safe bet the Chief will dart through 
levels with catlike fluidity. 

The denizens who make up the evil 
alien force Known as the Covenant also 


the Covenant has 
joo wiping out all 


make a comeback, this time actually 
lashing out with a full-fledged assault 
that starts the game off with a bang. 
According to early reports, the storyline 
follows Master Chief and Cortana—the 
handy computer sidekick who resides 
in the memory banks of the Chief’s 
armor—as they race to Earth to save 
what’s left of humanity... since the 
Covenant has done a thorough job 
wiping out all of the other human- 
manned colonies. 

Their mission will take them to a 
number of locales above and beyond 
Earth, to moons, alien bases, and yes, 
even another Halo. Of course, things 


gone a thorough 
of the other 


human-manned colonies... 


O) The Warthog gets all funky with a makeover 
and some camouflage paint. 


are complicated by the fact that the 
Covenant has expanded its ranks to 
include a few new enemy types: the 
Prophet and the Brute. The Prophets— 
small, headdress-wearing beings who 
glide along in hover-chairs—sit at the 
opposite end of the spectrum from 
Halo’s warlike Elites; they represent the 
Covenant’s more strategy-oriented, 
political minds. The Brutes, meanwhile, 
are immense, apelike beasts that, 
judging from design sketches, will be 
ready and willing to smack around 
anything that gets in their way. Even the 
old-school Covenant members will get 
an overhaul, sporting multiple looks as 
well as an enhanced A.I. that makes 
them more difficult to kill. 

Master Chief will have plenty of new 
moves, ammunition, and vehicles at his 


(1) Imagine driving these babies to the store and 
then threatening to grenade a meter maid! 


disposal to make offing alien scum as 
easy as opening a can of tuna. In 
addition to newly created combo 
moves to expand melee combat, M.C. 
will now be able to peer around corners 
a la Solid Snake, for a heads-up on 
enemy placement before rushing 
headlong into a firefight. Master Chief’s 
primary guns—the Assault Rifle and 
pistol—will get an overhaul, along with 
multiple variations on the standard 
Warthog jeep, including snow and 
jungle versions as well as a troop 
transport. There’s also a new ATV and 
the Covenant Shadow, a ship capable 
of carrying as many as four characters. 
In addition, Bungie is upping the 
ante with decidedly more interactive 
environments and new types of 
combat. Marines and aliens alike will 


C) “Halo 2 is a lot like Halo, only it's Halo on fire, going 130 miles per hour through a hospital zone, 
being chased by helicopters and ninjas," Bungie’s Jason Jones told Game Infowire. 


kick over tables and seek cover behind 
Crates, gain an understanding of what 
objects are destructible, climb, duck, 
jump, and even react to light sources, 
including searching darkened rooms 
with flashlights. 

Halo 2 is a heady project, especially 
with Bungie taking the game online via 
Xbox Live. Players will be able to fight 
in all-out wars as either humans or 
Covenant warriors, engaging in massive 
vehicle and infantry engagements with 
squad-oriented team-play and real-time 
voice chat. Bungie’s goals seem to 
reach higher than most critics’ 
expectations and, should it succeed, 
Halo 2 may be the best game ever. But 
the question remains: How will we be 
able to wait a year for its release? 
Daniel DiGiacomo 


| If Halo hada shortcoming, it was a 


lack of online support. But with Xbox 
Live now fired up in homes across 
the country, Halo 2 will remedy that 
problem. While the game’s final 
online plans have yet to be revealed, 
Bungie has indicated that all of 
Halo’s multiplayer elements will be 
included, and there'll be support for 
12 to 16 players at a time. 
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With the breast of intentions. Team 
Ninja’s Tomonobu Itagaki has set out 
to create “a gamer’s paradise.” Xbox 
Nation sat down with the outspoken 
creator of Dead or Alive Xtreme 
Beach Volleyball to talk about it. 
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It’s a dark October evening, and 
Tomonobu Itagaki is already 20 minutes 
late for his interview. Tecmo’s public 
relations manager starts to look nervous. Finally 
Itagaki strolls into Tecmo’s board room, plunks 
himself down, and orders the manager to get us a 
round of beers. 
ltagaki models himself as the bad boy of Japanese 
gaming, and today he is wearing a mud-colored leather 
jacket, suede cowboy boots that he casually props up 
on a table, a silver studded belt, and his signature 
black Armani sunglasses. His shoulder length hair 
obscures a weathered, mischievous face. 
Itagaki lights up the first of probably 80 cigarettes he 
will smoke tonight, and says, “So, shoot.” 


Xbox Nation: Thanks. What’s the exact nature of 


your involvement in Dead or Alive Xtreme Beach 
Volleyball? 


Tomonobu Itagaki: |’m not the producer of this game. 


the room. He unsheathes a shinning, three-foot katana 
blade from a display case and points it directly at us.] 


Itagaki: You like this? 

XBN: Um, very nice. Was it true you conceived this 
game with former Xbox guru Seamus Blackley, and 
that you two originally called it “Hentai Ballet’? 
Itagaki: (Laughs, slapping his knee.] No, no, no, no! 
XBN: So the main selling point of this game is sex? 


Itagaki: No, no. The key word for DOA X is paradise. 


XBN: But it’s been rated an 18-and-over game in 
Japan. It’s adult entertainment. 


Itagaki: Let me tell you what entertainment is: Violence. 
Sex. Friendship. Death. Surprise. Betrayal. Dancing. 


c 


; pee 


Itagaki: Several things here: First is beauty. Second is 
sex. Sexual content is there, right? And there’s humor. 


XBN: \s it true that Beach Volleyball can be played 
with one hand? Leaving the other hand, um, free? 


Itagaki: Yes. But that’s more to do with keeping the 
control simple. | have a 5-year-old daughter. | want her 
to be able to play this game easily. 


XBN: You want your daughter playing this game? 


Itagaki: Okay, not literally. DOAX has a great depth of 
playability. [It uses] two buttons, but you can just use 
one if you like it simpler. And the D-stick. 


XBN: A lot of men will buy this game because of the 
attractive chicks. What is the most risqué element 
you’ve included in Beach Volleyball? 


Itagaki: You'd be surprised, but this is not really a sex 
game. The girls are beautiful, but | think of them like 


daughters. They’re my babies! " 


would want to show his daughters naked? 
XBN: | don’t know. Do you happen to know any? 


Itagaki: Here, look. I’m going to show you the latest 
trailer. No one else has seen this yet. 


[Itagaki dims the lights and plays a new trailer for the 
game. It’s simiiar to the previous trailers, set to the now 
familiar theme song, “How Crazy Are You?” cenes are 
shown of Hitomi and the Kasumi rollerblading in bikinis, 
playing together in the shallows of the beach.] 


Itagaki: Does that look sexy to you? 
XBN: Well... 


Itagaki: But even if we show nipples, that doesn’t 
necessarily mean sexy. The real entertainment value of 
this game is in the beauty of the environments, the 
characters...it’s paradise! 


XBN: A men’s paradise. 
Itagaki: Maybe. But when | see this, | feel beauty. | feel 


the love of the characters. | want players to feel the 
same way as they play. 


XBN: Are you planning to have a booster disc for 
_ Beach Volleyball with extra costumes and such? Or 


loadable extras? How abo 


i! Here, some of the 


want to force people to buy new skins or whatever. We 
may consider a booster disc down the line though. 


XBN: Roughly what percentage of the game is 
actually volleyball? 


Itagaki: Okay, let me break it down. About 30 percent 
of the game is the volleyball. About two percent is the 
pool-hopping side game. Another 30 percent is very 
beautiful, interactive computer graphics. 


XBN: Interactive CG? How does that work? 


Itagaki: The player can control certain aspects of the 
CG. Like when characters dance, or relax...there are 
various other activities on the island where the player 
can control the camera, [and] feel involved. 


XBN: How many minutes of CG are there in total? 


Itagaki: About 10 minutes of pre-rendered CG like the 
trailer you just saw. And maybe 2,000 seconds of 
interactive CG. What is that, about three hours? We’re 
still making that actually. 


XBN: We’re only up to 62 percent. What else can 
you do in the game? 


Itagaki: | guess about 15 percent is gambling. You can 
play roulette, blac number of things in the 
main hote careful though, the casi 


IM 


and also work on their tans. 


Itagaki: Another five percent is the special trailer 
archive. This is a special opportunity for fans of Team 
Ninja games to check out a variety of unreleased 
footage from not only DOAX, but also the origin of 
Ninja Gaiden, DOA. We have stuff pulled out of our 
archives from way back in 1996! 


XBN: And the rest? 


Itagaki: And the last 20 percent or so is for shopping. 
Gift motivated stuff. There’ll be other ways to get 
extras for the girls than just the shop. 


XBN: Who is your personal favorite DOA girl? 


Itagaki: Kasumi, for sure. | feel responsible for her. Do 
you know that some hackers made a nude code for 
her in DOA3? It broke my heart. | feel very close to her 
after that event. It was an attack on her. 


XBN: Kasumi is the youngest, right? She’s 17. Are 
you okay with sexualizing a 17-year-old? 


Itagaki: Why not? In Japan, that’s okay. Maybe it’s 20 
in America. Remember though, | was 27 when | 
created Kasumi. I’m older now, but 17-year-old girls 
are still gorgeous. Still, I’m not the kind of creator that 
lets my own tastes overwhelm the game. | make 
games for the player, not just myself 


| guess the current status of society will limit what we 
can or can't do. But when we design characters, we 
design them for the Japanese cultural standard. 


XBN: Let’s talk about some of your other projects. 
How do you think Ninja Gaiden compares to Sega’s 
new Shinobi game? 


Itagaki: Honestly, | didn’t see it. | glanced at it at TGS, 
that’s it. | was a fan of the original Shinobi, but I’m not 
really interested in the new one. It isn’t an influence. 


XBN: Has work started on Dead or Alive 4? 
Itagaki: Of course. 


XBN: For Xbox or another system? 
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Itagaki: |’m looking at a fairly big change this time. In 
fact, | might look at a next generation system for DOA 
4, but it’s not decided yet. | don’t want to alienate 
current Xbox owners, though. 


XBN: You’ve made some harsh comments about 
Tekken. Do you regret saying these things? 


“Itagaki: Tekken 7 was good. Tekken 2 was better, and 


Tekken 3 even better than that. My family are big fans 
of Tekken 3! But Tekken 4 just did not push the genre 


at all. Such lazy development. | do respect what the 
AM2 team did with Virtua Fighter 4. | am a fan of 
simplification, and | liked that they tried to increase the 
mass appeal of the game by cutting out one button. 
But DOA 3 Is still a better game. 


XBN: Do you consider it normal practice to slag off 
your competitors? 


Itagaki: Okay, let me tell you the real story with that. 
Back when the original DOA came out, Namco aired a 
radio commercial insulting the series. As the father of 
DOA, | will never forget an insult to my family. | will get 
them back with nuclear missiles more than 100 times 
for that. | will never forget it. 


XBN: Was the original Dead or Alive based on 
Virtua Fighter 2 code given from Sega? 
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Itagaki: No, no, no. That’s just a rumor. We did study 
that game, and Sega was very helpful. But the code 
was all ours. 


XBN: Do you think Dead or Alive 3 would have sold 
more if you’d made it for PlayStation 2? 


Itagaki: DOA 3 couldn’t be done’on PS2! What | calll fat 


companies need to hedge their bets with PS2, but 
Team Ninja has the freedom to get the best-looking 
game out there. 


XBN: What similarities does the Xbox Ninja Gaiden 
have with the original? 


Itagaki: Practically none. Team Ninja originally 
developed the concept for a new action game ground 
up. Basically, Tecmo management begged us to call it 
Ninja Gaiden, so we did. The origin of the game is 
actually not the old games. 


XBN: What games and films inspire you? 


Itagaki: My name is Gladiator! Great movie! But | think 
my favorite movie is probably Leon [The Professional. 
As for games, Ze/da: Ocarina of Time was fantastic. | 
didn’t like Majora’s Mask that much though. My current 
favorite is Pikmin. A work of brilliance! | really feel for 
the little Pikmin. Halo also impressed me recently. I’m 
stuck on level six...it’s just so intense. 


XBN: What else recently? 


Itagaki: | liked Onimusha. Metal Gear Solid 2 didn’t 
impress me, neither did Final Fantasy X. Not games for 
me. | don’t like games with low-interactivity. 


XBN: With the huge success of games like Grand 
Theft Auto 3 and Halo, do you think Japanese 
developers should be worried about Western 
developers taking over their turf? 


Itagaki: I’m not worried myself, but | do think other 
Japanese developers should be. It’s natural that 
Western developers are catching up and developing 
their own style. Japanese developers should be more 


“aware of gaming tastes outside of Japan. = 
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How we rate 


Being a single-format magazine, Xbox 
Nation finds itself in the difficult situation of 
critiquing games residing on the Xbox, while 
not blinding ourselves to the sphere of 
console gaming which surrounds it, either. 
We will make a point to put each game 
in context of both its platform and 
videogames at large, whenever possible. 
Our scale is a rigid one-to-10; in an 
industry where "the independent spirit" is 
often kicked maliciously to the curb, and 
games are often prematurely rushed out the 
door in the name of "quarterly earnings," 
we believe that it’s an important time to be 
critical. And while the burden certainly 
weighs heavily upon our shoulders as 
reviewers, it is infinitely heavier on the 
backs of the consumers. In this day of 


shallow profit margins, wallets speak 
volumes. Allow us to break it down for the 
folks in the cheap seats: One is video feces. 
Two is trash. Three is junk. Four is sub-par. 
Five is average. Six is slightly above. Seven 
is very solid. Eight’s a real gem. Nine is 
amazing. Ten is Halo. 

Our most important requirement is that a 
game bring something new to the table. 
And yet while innovative forms of interaction 
come first, we don't scoff at technology so 
cutting edge that it makes our noses bleed, 
or gameplay that refines a pre-existing 
formula into something so supple it bleeds 
itself, either. Games which fail to distinguish 
themselves in one of these crucial ways 
are—in our opinion—auite easily dismissed, 
especially at 50 bucks a pop. 
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REVIEWING THE REVIEWS 


A peek into the critiques for Xbox Nation #5. 


As those of a more festive 

disposition engage in such 

merry diversions as tree 
ornamentation and fierce dreidel- 
spinning competitions, we gamers have 
other things dancing through our 
A.D.D.-addled minds. Namely, "What 
games should we buy?" 

In this, the Xbox’s second holiday 
season, the downpour of titles is finally 
upon us. It’s hard not to be impressed 
by the sheer breadth of the lineup: With 
over 200 games out by year’s end, the 
library has been one of the fastest- 
growing of any console to date. Stee/ 
Battalion, Splinter Cell, and Metal Gear 
Solid 2: Substance, are all excellent 


titles that will no doubt keep you affably 
engaged with your television sets...and 
those around the country as well, 
should you be fortunate enough to be a 
member of Xbox Live. And with the 
exception of Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater 4 
and Need For Speed 2 (see their 
respective reviews), nearly every multi- 
platform release has found favor on the 
Xbox. Sharper graphics, 5.1 surround 
sound, added levels, and expanded 
features have become the standard for 
multi-platform releases. 

Note: The following holiday releases 
missed XBN’s edit deadline: Kakuto 
Chojin, Sneakers, Minority Report, 
Superman, and X-Men. Caveat emptor. 
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METAL GEAR SOLID e: SUBSTANCE 


Even Heavier Metal 


ii Remember, kids: Guns don’t kill people. 
We kill people. And then we mock the 
corpses. 


Metal Gear Solid 2 was the 

PlayStation 2’s first true 

killer app. As innovative and 
challenging as it was entertaining, 
gamers flocked in droves to Hideo 
Kojima’s cinematic masterpiece— 
and it sold like William Shatner 
autographs at a Star Trek convention. 
With Metal Gear Solid 2: Substance 
for the Xbox, Konami has expanded 
and enhanced the original, delivering 
a terrific third-person action game to 
a platform in need of a “must-have” 
for the holiday season. Substance 
features literally hundreds of hours of 
extra gameplay on top of a title that 
is already considered a classic. 

Solid 2 continues a series of games 
which first appeared on the Japanese 
MSX home computer back in 1987. The 
original Metal Gear and its 8-bit sequel 
gathered a large fan base thanks to a 
unique combination of stealth-based 
gameplay, a widely varied arsenal of 
weaponry, and unusually grand 
storytelling. When it came time for the 
series to make the leap into 3D, it did 
so gracefully, appearing exclusively on 
Sony’s original PlayStation. Despite a 
few nagging problems, such as a 
relatively short playtime, Metal Gear 
Solid remains a classic. 

If anything, Metal Gear Solid 2 
exceeded expectations: it contained 
inspired level design, amazing water 
and particle effects, and an unprece- 
dented level of interactivity. Tons of new 
moves were added, like the ability to 
hold enemy soldiers at gunpoint, or to 
drag their unconscious bodies into 
lockers to avoid detection. As a whole, 
Solid 2 offered a rare in-game feeling of 
freedom, while still providing a healthy 
challenge to even the most hardened 
game veterans. 

The story has the series’ hero, Solid 
Snake, infiltrating a tanker to 
investigate the shipment of a giant new 
Metal Gear mech. The tanker 
sequence, featuring beautifully 
rendered rain and water, proves to be a 
short prologue to the bulk of the game, 
which takes place on “Big Shell,” a 
sea-bound military base raised up off 
the surface of New York harbor. To the 


The story has Snake infiltrating a 
tanker to investigate the shioment 
of a giant new Metal Gear mech... 
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i Sharp-eyed readers will note this image was modified slightly to make the cover for the fine 
publication you’re holding in your hands right this very instant. 


surprise of series faithful, the game 
features a crucial twist; without giving 
too much away, allow us to Say it 
concerns the protagonist. 

We tend to gush about this title, but 
as critics, we’d be remiss if we didn’t 
point out its flaws. The game is excess- 
ively verbose and dialogue-choked; it 
also featured an ending and large 
stretches of narrative which made one’s 
brain ache with confusion. Notice, we 
didn’t say we didn’t enjoy the story, but 
the plot is certainly melodramatic, in 


the sometimes-overwrought style of 
epic anime. 

This main mode, which Substance 
includes in all of its original glory, 
features roughly 20 hours of play, with 
plenty of ingenius challenges and 
spectacular boss fights to Keep a gamer 
continually intrigued. The main mode 
has an extra-hard difficulty setting, 
previously only available in the 
European version of the game. Extra 
costumes for the main characters are 
included as bonuses in Substance 
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Dev : Konami 

Pub : Konami 
Players : 1 

Test Snake’s : Mettle 
Origin: Japan 


= The first-person perspective in Substance is a ® VR missions are often short, timed, contests 
first for the series, and works very well. We just of skill. Here, young upstart Raiden hangs from 
wish you could use it through the entire game.... a ledge in an attempt to avoid detection. 


From Sharp Minds 


What if Hideo Kojima had played tag instead? 


(they’re unlocked upon completion of 
the game) and, though seemingly 
frivolous, add to a game that so hinges 
upon its overwhelming sense of style. 
On top of the main game, Substance 
includes five bonus missions called 
“Snake Tales,” featuring Solid Snake in 
a series of new scenarios. They’re all 
short “what-ifs” within the Metal Gear 
storyline, ranging in plot from the 
sublime to the ridiculous. (Sadly, each 
is introduced with several pages of text, 
rather than the cinematic sequences 


from the main game). Luckily, all of 
these missions are interesting enough; 
one features the return of Meryl, 
Snake’s love interest from the original 
Metal Gear Solid, and another features 
Snake pursuing a giant “sea monster” 
around Big Shell—which turns out to 
be a Godzilla-sized enemy soldier 
flopping around in the water. 

The Snake Tales are relatively short, 
but incredibly difficult. Snake is denied 
the use of his ememy-tracking radar, 
forced instead to use only asimple > 


Metal Gear Solid 2: Substance 
may be filled-to-splitting with 
gritty, high-stakes military 
espionage, but the inspiration for 
the game came from a truly 
innocent source. Legend has it 
that Hideo Kojima came up with 
the idea for the original game 
while playing a game of hide-and- 
seek with his son. 
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& Here we see Snake, in his very stylish tuxedo, about to bust a cap. We heartily approve of the 
man’s fashion sense, but what the hell he is doing with a mullet is beyond us. 


Solid Performance 


Upon the completion of a mission, 
player performance is rated. Bonus 
points are awarded in weapon-based 
missions for shot accuracy, 
destroying multiple targets in rapid 
succession, and of course, for speedy 
completion. In the modes with human 
enemies, an extra bonus is also 
awarded for reaching the goal without 
killing any enemies. Even the ninja 
sword can be used blunt-edge first, 
for the true pacifists out there. 
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AP sensor, which causes the controller 
to vibrate when enemies approach. 
These missions are tough, chewy, 
meaty-juicy stuff for hardcore fans, and 
should probably only be attempted 
once a player has finished the main 
game—and probably a good chunk of 
the included VR missions as well. 

Left alone, the main game and 
Snake Tales make up a sort of Solid 2 
director’s cut. But what really makes 
Substance more than a run-of-the-mill 
port are the included VR missions, 
which add literally hundreds of hours 
of gameplay designed to improve all of 
a player’s vital Metal Gear Solid skills. 
There are four broad types of VR 
missions—sneaking, weapons, first- 
person, and “variety.” The sneaking 
missions play much like the main 
game, requiring the player to evade 
capture while trying to reach a goal. 

These missions, stripped down to 
their bare essentials, feature stylishly 
simple vectorized graphics and abstract 
architecture. The weapons-based 
missions are similarly stripped down, 
requiring the use of a single type of 
weapon—such as a handgun, rocket 
launcher, or sniper rifle—to complete 
various timed challenges, and require 
precise aim and excellent timing. 

And then there’s the first-person 
mode. Holy crap, Konami, why can’t 
we play through the entire game like 
this? In these missions, the player 
enters VR missions as if they were 
Quake levels, using both of the Xbox 
controller's analog sticks to navigate 
mazes in an attempt to complete a 
variety of stealth missions. Strangely, 
the default control setting is a bit 
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® We'd be remiss in not pointing out the fact 
that Metal Gear Solid 2 features the best use of 
a cardboard box in any videogame. 


cumbersome, but the third optional 
setting—which provides Halo-style 
controls—is smooth and intuitive. 

In addition, there are even more 
arcade-style “alternate missions” that 
take place aboard the Big Shell 
complex. These missions require the 
player to dispose of hidden bombs, 
eliminate enemies, and hold enemies at 
gunpoint. The hold-up missions are 
particularly fun, eventually requiring the 
player to capture roughly a dozen in a 
row without being spotted; some 
enemies won’t surrender until they’ve 
been capped in a non-vital area. 

The user has a choice when starting 
the VR missions to play as either Raiden 
or Snake. Both characters are faced 
with the same set of levels, with Snake’s 
tweaked to be slightly more difficult. 
When the player finishes enough 
missions with either Snake or Raiden, a 
new playable character is unlocked. The 
new characters each have a new set of 


= The upstart Raiden makes himself soldier 
cutlets. (Be nice to Raiden; he has few fans.) 


missions, which are again, slight 
variations on the missions already seen, 
but modified to suit that new character. 
For example, the unlockable Ninja (yes, 
you heard us correctly) can only use his 
sword in all of his missions. Brilliant. 

Despite the fact that Solid 2 was 
originally designed for the PlayStation 
2, it looks as good as any Xbox game, 
with the possible exception of Halo, 
and runs with less of the framerate- 
masking blur effects found in its original 
version. For those of you scoring at 
home, this is likely to be the best- 
looking version of the canonical Metal 
Gear Solid 2 ever available. 

One tiny issue: If you’ve been 
following the media’s coverage of 
Substance, you’ve probably seen 
screenshots of an included 
skateboarding mini-game featuring 


Left alone, the main game and Snake 
Tales make up a sort of Metal 
Gear Solid 2 director’s cut 
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Solid Snake doing his best Tony Hawk 
impression, tearing it up around the 
Big Shell. Sadly, there’s no trace of this 
extra mode in the Xbox version of 
Substance. We won’t complain too 
loudly, but we know that the 
PlayStation 2 version still has the 
minigame, and we wish Konami had 
thrown in something equally exclusive 
for the Xbox version as well. 
Regardless, if you own an Xbox and 
haven't played Metal Gear Solid 2, we 
urge you to run out and get Substance 
right this second. You’ll devour the 
game like it was mom’s home cooking 
with delicious sauce on top; quite 
simply, action-adventure games don’t 
get much better than this. And honestly, 
even if you’ve played Solid 2 to death, 
buy this version anyway. The VR 
missions alone are well worth the price 
of admission. 
Matt Sammons 
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Go ahead, be a Hayter 


He acts, he writes, he’s a Snake ... 
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™ The game of follow the leader ended in tragedy when the leader was revealed to be a giant 
lemming who threw itself off a cliff. 


It’s a well-known bit of industry trivia that David Hayter, the voice 
of Solid Snake, was one of the writers of Brian Singer’s X-Men 
movie. Hayter also wrote the screenplay for The Scorpion King, 
and helped pen Ang Lee’s upcoming Incredible Hulk flick. He’s 
also done voice work for such cartoons as Street Fighter Il, 
Spider-Man, Cowboy Bebop, Fushigi Yugi, and Macross Plus. 
Most recently, Hayter was signed to write and direct a film based 
on the Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons comic book Watchmen. 

But did you know that his first job in the entertainment industry 
was as a guest-star on 1989’s military-themed sitcom Major Dad? 
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TOM CLANCY'S SPLINTER CELL 


The sum of all influences... 


= Sam Fisher is always one of those behind-the-scenes guys, so when enemies throw on the 
spotlight, expect him to shy away. Such is the life of a secret agent man. 


Tom Clancy, Surly Man 


Author Tom Clancy hasn’t gotten the 
hang of dealing with reporters. Known 
for being surly and sometimes down- 
right aggressive, Clancy is definitely a 
tough interview. Check out this inter- 
view as proof of Clancy’s sometimes 
abrasive demeanor: 
http://www.salon.com/june97/clan- 
cy970604.html 


Tom Clancy is no longer just 

a writer; he’s a brand name. 

In a consumer’s world, 
buyers know that Clancy products 
resonate with residual Cold War para- 
noia, bleeding-edge gadgetry, and 
geo-political tensions involving parts 
of the world you never knew existed. 
It was therefore only a matter of time 
before somebody put two and two 
together and realized that, hey, Metal 
Gear Solid 2 could well have been a 
Clancy novel—albeit one written ona 
diet of rare mushrooms and peyote. 
So they thought, what if we made a 
game that was just as deep as Solid 
2, only sans the substance abuse and 
fruity storyline? The result is Ubi 
Soft’s Splinter Cell, a gorgeous rein- 
terpretation of stealth-action gaming, 
itself a genre on the verge of becom- 
ing dangerously stale. 

The game stars Sam Fisher, a 
middle-aged George Clooney lookalike 
who’s pulled out of retirement by the 
U.S.’ National Security Agency (NSA) to 
head up Third Echelon, a black-ops 
espionage task force. His first priority is 
to investigate the disappearance of two 
elite NSA agents, last heard of some- 
where in the heart of Caucasia. The 


Instead of propelling the player 
towards a heady climax, Splinter 
Cell’s plot putts along leisurely 
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® Ubi Soft has whipped up a visually impressive game; just check out these fresh lighting effects and 
the way the shadows soften across Sam Fisher’s body. 


premise is typical Clancy; nothing is 
as it first seems, and further probing 
inevitably turns up something diabolical 
and sinister. So it’s somewhat ironic that 
Cell’s Clancy-approved storyline is the 
game’s weakest point; instead of pro- 
pelling the player towards a heady 
climax, Cell’s plot putts along leisurely, 
lacking a narrative hook or an engaging 
protagonist to keep us amused. 
Fortunately, the emphasis is neither 
on narrative nor character development. 
In the spirit of not trying to reinvent the 
wheel, Splinter takes everything that’s 
compelling about the stealth-action 
genre—as established thus far by the 
milestone Metal Gear Solid series— 
and creates an experience that’s both 
refreshing and familiar. Those who have 
dabbled in the console world of tactical 
espionage will immediately pick up on 


the genre’s signatures: peeking around 
corners, stealthy takedowns from 
behind, pesky security cameras, and 

the cat-and-mouse taunting with guards 
who suffer from attention deficit disor- 
der. As credit to the game, Ce// manages 
to bring life back to these old tricks 
almost solely on the strength of its 
excellent gameplay. 

To properly discuss how Cell plays, 
it’s necessary to address the game’s 
stark, photorealistic graphics and 
incredible attention to auditory detail. 
Both sight and sound play major roles in 
determining how you might handle any 
given situation: Stay out of the light, 
stick to the shadows, keep your gun hol- 
stered and you're practically invisible— 
that is, until you step on a loose plank of 
the hardwood floor, or crunch carelessly 
over some broken glass. The tension of 


Cell’s hide-and-go-seek play mechanics 
often culminate in memorable moments, 
as you're secretly cowered in the corner 
of a dark broom closet and come within 
inches of an unsuspecting guard. The 
game couples these precious boiling 
points with responsive controls for a 
truly immersive experience. 

Cell is plagued by some sloppy omis- 
sions. Why can’t we skip cut-scenes? 
By nature, these missions require a great 
deal of trial and error, so be prepared to 
watch tired intermissions over and over 
again. Though perhaps not an instant 
classic, Splinter Cell is a solid title, and 
one of the finest Xbox games around. 
Che Chou 
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Dev : Ubi Soft Montreal 
Pub : Ubi Soft 

Players : 1 

Stealth : Mode 

Origin: Montreal, Canada 


| Spy With My Camera 


One of Splinter Cell’s most impressive 
gameplay concepts Is the ability to 
use a variety of high-tech gadgets to 
get you through espionage hell. Take 
the fiber-wire camera (above) for 
instance: If you're feeling sketchy 
about what’s on the other side of the 
door, slip your camera underneath it 
for some voyeuristic action. 


i Our hero has access to all sorts of cool gadgets, including a camera that slides under doors, night- 
vision goggles and, of course, thermal vision. Here, two guards are caught in flagrante delicto. 
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UNREAL CHAMPIONSHIP 


Can the current king of the PC deathmatch fulfill its console promise? Well, sorta... 


@ Always use a funny quip such as, “1 
guess lightning does strike twice, sucker” 
when wasting someone in Unreal 
Championship. 
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By all accounts, Unreal 

Championship should be 

the defining experience for 
Xbox Live. To be sure, it has a lot 
going for it, and there’s probably no 
better example of how effortlessly 
the whole service works. But to be 
honest, nobody’s going to shell out 
$50 just to see a flawless example of 
a game connecting to Xbox Live. 

Championship isn’t a bad game, it’s 
just a PC game. And as much as some 
people would love to hammer home 
the fact that Microsoft’s Xbox is just a 
PC in console clothing, the plain fact of 
the matter is that it’s not. To the point: 
a PC title translated with only a mod- 
icum of changes does not a true 
console game make. 

The main issue surrounding this 
game is the controls, which work flaw- 
lessly with a keyboard and mouse— 
but we all Know Microsoft’s stance those 
on oh-so-PC items for the Xbox. When 
the functions of a keyboard and mouse 
get mapped onto a controller, the 
balance shifts, and in a game as balls- 
to-the-wall fast as Championship, the 
elegance is lost. Strafing and running is 
fine—even more natural feeling than 
when a keyboard is used—but the Xbox 
controller’s right analog stick just can’t 
compete with the precision of a mouse. 

Which is a shame, really, because 
so much of Championship’s experience 
is a fantastic tweak on what was 
already excellent gameplay. The quick 
dashes from Unreal Tournament are 
back, executed via a double-tap in any 
direction with the controller’s left ana- 
log stick (though with auto-aim, they’re 
now somewhat less beneficial). The 
real improvement is the platformer- 
style double-jump, which can be 
parlayed into a slick wall-jump move 
by jumping toward a wall, then kicking 
off of it in the opposite direction. 

Graphically, the game falls down a 
few steps from its PC brother. The little 
touches like volumetric (read: hyper- 
realistic) grass in the organic outdoor 
levels are still there and, for the most 
part, the levels share essentially the 
same architecture. There are a few 
levels exclusive to the Xbox and a few 
left out from the PC version, and some 
of the poly-heavy elements have been 
stripped out. But all of the detail—from 
the lighting to the reflections to the 
explosion effects—comes at the 
expense of the framerate, which is a 


® Though a solid title, Championship does take a few hits in the framerate department; it seems as if 
the multitude of graphic effects slow things down somewhat. 


So much of Unreal Championship’s exoe- 
rience Is a fantastic tweak on what 
was already promising gameplay 


constant roller-coaster. Framerate 
hiccups might be excusable in an 
adventure game, but in a FPS, they 
simply spell death. 

Granted, these issues are mainly 
spawned from the fact Epic and Digital 
Extremes had to take an engine made 
for a higher-end PC with plenty of RAM 
and crunch it down into a system with 
only 32 megs, but it would have been a 
fair trade-off to sacrifice more detail for 
a locked-in framerate. We can only 
assume that the capable development 
team simply ran out of time, with the 
strict deadline of the Xbox Live launch. 


Fortunately, the audio is a perfect 
showpiece for the system, with clean 
effects work and the requisite grunts 
and taunts in a spacious 5.1 surround. 

Championship is a solid and often- 
times visually arresting title but, sadly, 
it’s not the killer app that Xbox Live 
desperately needs. It remains good 
and violent fun; we were just hoping for 
a bit more polish. 

Sam Bishop 
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Dev : Digital Extremes 
Pub : Atari 

Players : 1-16 

Unreal : Violence 
Origin: Ontario, Canada 


® The artists at Digital Extremes did an amazing job with the tools they were given, but it seems as if 

their reach simply exceeded their grasp. While levels look spectacularly sharp, clunky collision-detec- 
tion and an inconsistent framerate mar what was supposed to be one of Microsoft’s AAA titles coming 
out of the gate this holiday season. 


Unreal Championship might not be 
the deathmatch Uber-shooter every- 
one was hoping for, but finding 
someone to reach out and digtally 
smoke online couldn’t be simpler. 
Championship is a perfect example of 
how ridiculously easy the Xbox Llve 
matchmaking process is: simply 
select the “Play Live” option from the 
title screen, plug in your info, and 
pick a game type that feeds the need 
to maim: Team Deathmatch, Capture 
The Flag, Team Domination, or 
Bombing Run. Happy fragging. 


® ProTip: Try not to get hit so much and also to 
shoot lots of people. 
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STEEL BATTALION 


The Art of War 


tt This is the view from Stee/ Battalion’s cockpit. Please note all the shiny displays and such, but 
note the cockpit view will change depending on the mech you pilot. 


Xbox owners will understandably have 
hesitations about a game that costs as 
much as the system it runs on. Hell, 
even if price wasn’t an issue, most of 
us would probably have trouble justify- 
ing it to our significant others ("You’re 
not leaving that thing on the coffee 
table!"). But there’s just something so 
subversive about Stee/ Battalion’s 
undiluted vision, so daunting about 
the unrepentant size of its controller, 
so ultimately believable and addictive 
about its gameplay, we can’t help but 
fall madly in love with its excess. 


In our economically conser- 

vative time of sequels, safe 

hits, and rushed titles, Stee/ 
Battalion flies in the face of all that is 
sane and logical. Packaged with a 
controller costing and weighing 
nearly as much as an Xbox itself, 
Battalion is heartening proof that, 
if left to their own devices, game 
designers aren’t just out to make a 
quick buck. Or that sometimes, even 
the suits lose out to the visionaries 
they pimp. But luckily for us, 
Battalion isn’t just an artistic state- 
ment or an enormous mechanical 
finger cast in the direction of compla- 
cent publishers; it’s also an incredibly 
good game. In fact, we’d venture so 
far as to say this is the best mech 
simulator ever made, embarrassing 
even de facto favorites like the 
Mechwarrior series on PCs. 

Battalion adheres to the old adage 
that all’s fair in love and war...particularly 
when it comes to using 50-foot mechs, 
or Vertical Tanks (VTs) as they’re referred 
to in the game. Nearly the entire back- 
story, about a war of independence in 
Asia set some 80 years into the future, 
ultimately becomes fodder for the 
game's cohesive atmosphere. Basically, 


Two primary factors contribute to the 
game's success: presentation and 


controls. 


< 86 XBN 


= Mechanical marvels go to war, and players will be able to choose their own mechs and enlist the 
aid of friendly forces to complete their missions. 


you're a grunt on the frontlines (albeit 
inside a massive ass-stomping tank 
with legs). You’re given orders for your 
sortie, then after a quick trip to the 


hangar to outfit your ride, you move out. 


There’s simply no time for political 
melodrama; rather, Battalion keeps the 
tension on the battlefield, where the 
game excels like none other. 

Two primary factors contribute to the 
game's success: presentation and con- 
trols. Graphically, Battalion is a creative 
mish-mash of optical illusion and 
aesthetic inspiration, using visual noise 
filters and graininess to accomplish 
unparalleled realism. The view through 
your battle lens and on the monitor 
display inside the cockpit is harsh and 
bleached-out, like an ultra-violent bank 
surveillance video. Only instead of a 
heist gone wrong, Battalion is a journey 


into hell through the eyes of a mech. 

Even more impressive, however, is 
the game’s underlying mechanical 
design within and without the cockpit. 
Leaving nothing to the imagination, 
every moving dial, gauge, button, meter 
and folding display serves its utilitarian 
purpose in the thick of combat, while 
still conveying the notion that, yes, even 
military equipment can possess a sense 
of artistic grace. Going about your 
destructive business in a VT also caus- 
es the cockpit to shake and rattle, 
reinforcing your suspension of disbelief 
while making Battalion feel all the more 
organic and real. 

Of course, the real meat of the game 
is found in using its decadent 40-plus 
button controller to manipulate a com- 
plex set of physics at work during the 
action. But before dropping 200 bones 


on a game such as Battalion, would-be 
VT pilots should know that this is a 
hardcore, uncompromised, fictional sim- 
ulator. There’s a huge learning curve, 
and newcomers will undoubtedly hit a 
nasty incline around the third or fourth 
mission (there are 23 in total). The game 
certainly isn’t rocket science, as repeat- 
ed tries will get you through the tougher 
missions. And that’s essentially what it’s 
all about: a deep, physically engaging 
experience that requires intense prac- 
tice and familiarity with the feel of each 
VT. Battalion is one of those rare games 
that dares to push both mind and body, 
and sets a new precedent in its genre. 
Che Chou 
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™ Capcom promises the next version of Stee/ Battalion will feature online play via Xbox Live. Time, as 
rendered in Microsoft’s Blinx, cannot pass swifty enough until this game comes out. 
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Dev : Capcom 

Pub : Capcom 

Players : 1 

Why don’t you : mech me? 
Origin : Japan 


@ ARMOR SELECTION 


Customechization 


What would a giant, Earth-crunching 
mech game be without the option to 
pick and choose your weapons and 
armor? Stee/ Battalion provides 
players with plenty of opportunity to 
customize their mechs with all sorts 
of cool and deadly weapons, and 
protective armors. You can, in short, 
mech your own mech. 
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Or: | went to Hong Kong and all | got was a severe pummeling 


® Sadly, although Shenmue // offers much in the 
way of beat-downs and also child chasing, it 
does not, in any way, support analog control. 
Graphically, the game is not a significant leap 
past the original Dreamcast version, either. 


Hong Kong Nights 


Explore scenic Hong Kong by doing 
such mundane chores as manning 
some decaying old man’s gambling 
booth, punching trees to achieve 
oneness with bark, catching leaves to 
understand what exactly it’s like to 
have an IQ less than a sea slug, toting 
books and crates around, and wiping 
soot off of walls. Whoopedydoo. 


Once upon a time, Yu Suzuki 

conceived a game so 

sweeping in scope, yet so 
complete in detail, it would come as 
close to mimicking reality as technol- 
ogy would allow. It took half a dozen 
years and untold hundreds of millions 
of yen, but Shenmue was a jaw-drop- 
per, a new high-water mark few 
games could match...including, sadly, 
its sequel. 

Shenmue I|/ is a mess. A grand, glori- 
ous mess—and one that’s well worth 
your time—but still a mess. Rarely has 
so much sheer brilliance been nestled 
side-by-side with such absolute tedium 
and badly conceived gameplay, along 
with wild shifts in tone guaranteed to 
make your head spin. This is largely 
because Shenmue /|/ contains Shenmue 
Chapters II, Ii], and /V (of a planned 16) 
all crammed onto a single disc. In a time 
when an increasing number of games 
can be beaten in a piddling 10 or 12 
hours, Shenmue II is a huge, epic affair 
that takes days, even weeks, to finish. 

Unfortunately, it starts off with the 
most mind-numbing stretch imaginable. 
Barely off the boat in Hong Kong, our 
hero Ryo Hazuki can’t turn around with- 
out being required to move crates, carry 
books, catch falling leaves, and perform 
other mundane, repetitive tasks. While 
Hong Kong itself is a sprawling place 
ripe for exploration and home to many 
interesting characters, we couldn’t help 
but wonder just what Suzuki and com- 
pany were thinking: Are we meant to 


Dev : Sega / AM2 
Pub : Microsoft 
Players : 1 

Love : Hate 
Origin : Japan 


™ Many, many days removed from the day of the incident, Ryo Hazuki dishes up a little justice in the 
manner of such respected diplomats as Benjamin Disraeli and Henry “Flounder” Kissinger. 


Are we meant to experience the 
grating monotony in order to 
appreciate what follows It? 


experience the grating monotony in 
order to appreciate what follows it? 
Perhaps, but the concept simply fails. 
Once Hazuki leaves for the walled 
city of Kowloon, the game picks up its 
pace. It still shoots itself in the foot 
occasionally, but it’s packed with action, 


® Shenmue Ii doesn’t so much end as just, well, stop. Dozens of loose ends are simply left hanging, 
leaving room for a Part Ili that’s years away...that is, if it ever gets made. 
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terrific bits of characterization, and more 
than a few surprises. It’s gaming like 
you've always dreamed about—grand, 
riveting, and damn-near impossible to 
put down. 

The final section, however, is a real 
puzzler. After depicting mammoth urban 
locations populated with hundreds of 
NPCs, locations, and things to do, 
everything moves to the countryside, 
features exactly two people, and 
becomes barely interactive. In fact, it’s 
mostly one long conversation between 
Hazuki and Shenhua. This is not as unin- 
teresting as it sounds—in fact, Shenhua 
proves thoroughly charming, the scenery 
is gorgeous, and, overall, this section 
manages a delightful, almost lyrical 
quality. However, it also ceases to be a 
game; you watch it, you don’t play it. 

Shenmue I! practically defines the 
term “flawed masterpiece.” It is both 
exciting and dull, spellbinding and 
frustrating. Play it for its brilliance, but 
be aware that it’s a rocky, and often- 
times exhausting, ride. 

Jeff Lundrigan 
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JAMES BOND: NIGHTFIRE 


| EA's first James Bond outing for 

_| the Xbox, Agent Under Fire, 
achieved a modicum of commercial 
and critical success, despite being a 
slapdash effort loosely based on the 
Denise Richards-as-a-nuclear-physi- 
cist embarrassment, The World is Not 
Enough. This time around, EA has 


MORTAL KOMBAT: 


| For most fans of the old school 

_| Mortal Kombat fighting games, 
the series hit its peak with Mortal 
Kombat II. That was over a decade 
ago. Midway continued to churn out 
sequels (and piss off Senator Joseph 
Liebermann), until the world stopped 
giving a damn around 1997 with 
Mortal Kombat IV. The fighting genre 
landscape has changed considerably 
since, thanks to innovative gameplay 
from reigning champs like Sou/ 
Calibur and Virtua Fighter 4. We were 
hoping Mortal Kombat Deadly 
Alliance would rise to the challenge 
and surprise us with something truly 
special. Instead, what we have is an 
unfortunate hodgepodge of ideas and 
broken gameplay promises. 

Let’s face it: With better 2D fighters 
such as Street Fighter I/ back in the early 
‘90s, nobody played Kombat for its 
deep fighting game system—they 
plunked down quarters to see fatalities, 
finishing moves that had brawlers yank- 
ing spines from their opponents or 
separating heads from torsos. That said, 
Alliance feels amazingly faithful to its 
previous installments; so much so, in 


wisely taken its time, crafting 
NightFire as a free-standing chapter 
in the Bond mythos. The formula is 
similar: mix a bunch of first-person 
shooting levels (obviously inspired by 
Rare's classic GoldenEye for 
Nintendo 64) with other Bond-esque 
mini-games. An overall feeling of 


cohesion, augmented by great pacing 
and a gradual learning curve, make 
this caper a near-classic. 

NightFire also manages to look like a 
real 007 movie. From the CG-animated 
intro (complete with its own made-up 
Bond theme song) to the final shootout 
in outer space, it's obvious that the 
developers sought to match the look of 
the flicks. The graphics are damn fine, 
with richly detailed environments, a 
speedy framerate, and accurately mod- 
eled polygonal ladies providing splendid 
eye candy. The audio's up to snuff, too; 
these aren't the real actors, but passable 
substitutes nonetheless. 

Each mission can be played in either 
stealthy, gadget-heavy spy style (for the 
Solid Snake wannabes) or in an outright, 
guns-blazing shoot-’em-up fashion. 
Multiple paths through each stage and 
intelligent enemy A.I. mean you can 
replay each mission multiple times and 
have different experiences. The game 
offers enough settings and customizable 
options to please any FPS fan, and the 
solid control continues through into the 
driving, boating, and flying sequences 
as well. These diversions flow with the 


DEADLY ALLIANCE 


fact, that it’s actually negates all the 


well-intentioned innovations Midway has 


put into this latest chapter of the series. 
For the first time in a Kombat game, 
players can earn “kurrency” by slugging 
through Alliance’s various modes, 
including Konquest, a fighting game 
campaign that takes you through hun- 
dreds of different challenges, while 
simultaneously teaching you gameplay 
intricacies. Use the kurrency that you 
earn in Konquest to purchase and 
unlock a total of 676 items, secrets, and 
characters. For someone who enjoys 
solo play, Alliance is a dream come true. 
It’s just too bad that for every step 
forward Midway takes with Alliance, it 
take two steps back with sloppy game- 
play, cheesy, ridiculously gory visuals, 
and some truly soulless character 
design. And while terrible aesthetics are 
not necessarily a cardinal sin, poor 
gameplay can’t be overlooked quite as 
easily. Each of the fighters is animated in 
a stilted, choppy manner, suggestive of 
a bygone era of digitized videogame 
actors and spandex shorts. Even worse 
are the long multi-hit string combos, 
requiring less intuitive motor-reflex skill 


as opposed to rote memorization. Then 
there are the move priorities; missing 
heavy, powerful hits or throws elicits 
about as much of a time penalty as a 
feeble jab. Overall, this game could have 
used more balance, and less pulp. 

Still, Alliance is a passable game for 
genre novices looking to get the most 


Post : No Bond 
Origin : UK 


Dev : EA Games 
Pub : Eurocom 
Players: 1-4 


pace of the game's plot well, and they 
don't feel tacked on. In fact, the driving 
engine hails from EA's own Need for 
Speed: Hot Pursuit 2; it's surprisingly 
solid, fun, and good enough to obliterate 
any lingering memories of the repulsive 
007 Racing EA spewed out for the 
PlayStation a few years back. 

Sadly, the shaking and stirring fun 
ends far too soon. You'll easily be able 
to plow through the single-player adven- 
ture in a day or two. Sure, you unlock 
new gadget upgrades, sultry babe art, 
and multiplayer skins, but you probably 
won't feel compelled to go back through 
it more than once. 

The inclusion of a great split-screen 
Deathmatch mode (packed with classic 
Bond villains such as Oddjob and Jaws) 
will Keep you coming back for old- 
school, GoldenEye-style thrills. Eurocom 
has done a very splendid job, but next 
time Mr. Bond hits the Xbox, we hope he 
comes equipped with an online mode. 


Dev : Midway Mortally : Wounded 
Pub : Midway Origin : Chicago, IL 
Players : 1-2 


out of their purchase. But as a channel 
to manifest your competitive spirit, 
there’s simply not enough depth here. 
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BLINX: THE TIME SWEEPER 


Blinx...and you'll miss it 


ii Most enemies, including level bosses, look 
like bouncing blobs or slug creatures with 
minimal animation and simple texturing. 


Picture Purr-fect 


Blinx does offer some stunning visu- 
als. Blinx himself looks sharp, and 
there are plenty of shiny metal doo- 
dads and cool-looking watery areas 
to pique our interest. Large parts of 
the game, however, also feature 
drab texture work, and the game’s 
enemy design is uncommonly bland. 
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Crusty old gamers raised on 

Atari will tell you games are 

way too easy these days. 
Try and be kind to these relics; there 
actually was a time when an impos- 
ing challenge was all that games had 
going for them. There is a small 
subset of the game community— 
including these old skoolers—who 
will probably enjoy the hell out of 
Blinx: The Time Sweeper, Microsoft’s 
first attempt at a mascot-powered 
platformer. The game is hard enough 
to go toe-to-toe with most any 
ancient classic. Unfortunately, it’s 
also repetitive, bland, unforgiving, 
and, ultimately, too frustrating to 
satisfy the rest of us. 

On paper, Blinx looks like a gamer’s 
dream, thanks mostly to its innovative 
time-control mechanics. By picking up 
colored crystals scattered about the 
game's levels, the anthropomorphic 
feline hero can power up his time- 
traveling backpack, affording him the 
temporary ability to fast-forward, record, 
pause, or rewind time. Unfortunately, 
the result is less than spectacular—the 
time control functions merely give Blinx 
a brief advantage over attacking ene- 
mies or help him quickly pass by 
difficult obstacles. 

The bulk of gameplay is spent using 
Blinx’s Luigi’s Mansion-style vacuum 
cleaner to collect barrels, rusted metal 
scrap, and other assorted junk to use as 
ammo to spit back at enemies. Blinx 
must defeat all of the enemies in a level 


Dev : Artoon 
Pub : Microsoft 
Players : 1 
Cat’s : Meow 
Origin : Japan 
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@ When in doubt, Blinx the Time Sweeper takes to heart the catchphrase of former game-developer- 
turned-prison-snitch John “Squealie” Romero: “Suck it down!” 


On paper, Blinx looks like a 
gamer’s dream, due mostly to its 
innovative time-control mechanics. 


before he’s allowed to proceed to the 
next. It all sounds simple enough, but 
the enemies are ridiculously tough— 
each one is capable of killing Blinx with 
a single hit. These cheap hits force the 
player to proceed cautiously through 
each level, for fear of being blindsided 


& Artoon was also responsible for the Game Boy Advance launch title, Pinobee. In its own words: 
“Inspired by the famous Pinocchio high-efficiency honeybee-type robot PINOBEE has got birth!” 


by an unseen enemy. And thanks to the 
unwieldy camera controls, it’s all too 
easy to be caught unaware. 

Complicating matters further, the 
player is given only 10 minutes to com- 
plete each level and will therefore be 
stuck between a rock and a hard place, 
forced to either rush through each level, 
or to proceed cautiously, often exceed- 
ing the time limit. Either way, even 
seasoned gamers will have to replay 
Blinx’s tougher levels dozens of times 
before succeeding. It wouldn’t be the 
first time we were put in our place by a 
tough game, but replaying Blinx’s levels 
more than a few times is just plain bor- 
ing—they’re simply too linear to stand 
up well to repeated play. 

We'd hoped to like Blinx more—its 
endearing main character could serve 
handily as the requisite mascot for the 
Xbox. Unfortunately, the game is flawed 
to a degree that it fails to entertain, 
despite a truly original premise. We can 
definitely recommend a rental; if nothing 
else, Blinx is certainly one-of-a-kind. 
Matt Sammons 
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TUROH: EVOLUTION 


Developing a state-of-the-art 

first-person shooter is no mean 
feat these days. No longer will 
gamers tolerate insipid, half-baked 
corridor-blasts, or—as we have 
here—insipid, half-baked attempts to 
cash in on a game’s former glory. In 
these post-Halo times, the ante has 


been upped, and Turok: Evolution is 
an unfortunate casualty of progress. 
Allegedly, the original Nintendo 64 

Turok: Dinosaur Hunter—the suspense- 
ful, atmospheric classic, marred only by 
its inability to render a world farther than 
peeing distance in front of the player— 
was the blueprint for this super-charged, 


HOUSE OF THE DEAD III 


In the House of the Dead, the 

man with the juicy chess club 
brain is lunch. And woe be to the 
man without a lightgun—he might as 
well smear his body with rich, deli- 
cious Grey Poupon and wait for fate 
(and certainly less palatable things) 
to bite him in the ass. 

So. Although the vocabulary word 
for the day is “misnomer” (the zombie- 
shooter House of the Dead I// contains 
exactly zero percent houses), and this 
year’s tour with the Grateful Undead is 
all-too-short, Sega and its developer 
Wow manage to stave off rigor mortis 
with a workmanlike effort. Dead II/ 
emerges as a strict zZombies-by-num- 
bers effort, with cookie-cutter heroes, 
a paper-thin plot topped by voice act- 
ing that would need weeks of 
improvement to rival the dreck found in 
a B-movie, and everything old is still 
old but presented as if it’s new again. 
But it works. 

Zombies want killing, and either the 
Xbox controller or a third-party lightgun 
can be used to dispatch the undead 
horde. Playing the game with the stan- 
dard controller translates roughly to a 


pitchfork rhinoplasty—it’s simply the 
wrong tool for the job. Pinpoint accura- 
cy becomes a moot issue when trying 
to aim with an analog stick; in Dead /// 
the quick and the dearly departed can 
be separated by mere centimeters. 
Xbox Nation heartily recommends 
using a lightgun for maximum effect, 
not to mention the empowerment that 
comes from holding a ridiculously 
verdant, gun-shaped piece of plastic 
and circuitry. 

Everything here blows up real well, 
and it’s oddly beautiful to witness the 
rich pageant of the undead splattered 
in a magnificent hail of hot video lead. 
It’s possible to shoot out a zombie’s 
leg and see it topple over; blow a mas- 
sive hole in the gut of a great, fat ghoul 
so that daylight emerges from the 
wound; or simply divest an enemy of 
its head (or part thereof) with one well- 
placed hit. Gore in bucketsful rewards 
a player, and the splatter—in the 
colorful lingo of the streets—done 
phatter keeps the game moving 
smoothly throughout. 

Far too short, Wow makes players 
work for a disappointing ending by 


back-to-basics Evolution. And that’s the 
impression gleaned as you penetrate the 
dense, swaying jungle, admiring water- 
falls, canyons, and rivers packed with 
wildlife and gorgeous ambient effects. 
Yes, it’s reminiscent of the original game, 
but thankfully appears many times more 
beautiful—particularly the dinosaurs, 
some of which could have stepped off 
the set of Jurassic Park. 

Despite this, Evolution seems uncon- 
vincing—contrived, even—and is 
thwarted by a steady juxtaposition of 
solidly and poorly executed ideas. You'll 
witness beautiful panoramic vistas 
readily sacrificed at the altar of bad level 
design. You’ll be insulted by generic 
lever pulls and spawning-type puzzles 
one minute, and won over by entertain- 
ing (if predictable) sniping action the 
next. The same is true of the enemy A.1.: 
You'll be buzzing one minute and crush- 
ingly unimpressed the next as enemies 
loiter, blissfully unaware of the ensuing 
mayhem around them. 

Gore fans will dig the impressive 
array of weapons and their respective 
maiming abilities—the Gravity Disruptor 
and Swarm Bore are particularly nasty. 


throwing up an end boss who’s the 
holy trinity of annoying, hyper-kinetic, 
and difficult to beat. There are plenty of 
hidden goodies and surprises to be 
found, but this year’s go-round doesn’t 
feature the sort of twists and turns that 
made House of the Dead 2 oh-so- 
playable. Thankfully, Sega has included 
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Evil : Lution 
Origin : Austin, TX 


Dev : Acclaim 
Pub : Acclaim 
Players : 1-4 


And now there are destructible environ- 
ments including trees and pillars that 
Can crush your foes in oftentimes spec- 
tacular fashion. Even stealth, which 
played little role in the original, finds its 
way into the mix. But for every thrill the 
game serves up, there’s a reason to 
throw down your Tek Bow and storm off 
in a huff. Why is it all so sluggish? Why 
is everything so unevenly placed? 
Whose great idea was it to include the 
tedious flying sections? And why wasn’t 
this all sorted out before its release? 

If you don’t let heady expectations 
get in the way, Evolution is a solid 
enough shooter with a rich Dolby 5.1 
soundscape and a multiplayer mode 
that impresses with plenty of maps and 
four-player support. But it seems that 
the developers simply overstretched 
themselves attempting to turn an out- 
dated classic into a “jack-of-all-trades” 
epic. Sadly, the stakes have been raised 
and Turok is out of the game. 

Jason Brookes 
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Dev : Wow Dead : And loving it 
Pub : Sega Origin : Japan 
Players : 1-2 


an unlockable version of Dead 2 for 
those who beat House ///. It’s a nice 
touch, and death becomes Sega. 
Greg Orlando 
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TONY HAWH’S PRO SHATER 4 


We like to call it: “Tony Hawk’s Pro-rated Skater 4.” 


i The game’s soundtrack is built to accommo- 
date every conceivable musical taste, ranging 
from Aesop Rock to Avail to AC/DC. More signif- 
icantly, however, it’s possible to rip your own 
CDs and listen to them in-game. 


In a fit of unpredictable thinking, 
Activision has stumbled upon the out- 
landish notion of updating its beloved 
franchise with the now-standard 
“more/bigger/better” yearly upgrade. 
They hope to develop the sort of 
fanatical fanbase that consistently 
propels Madden and NBA Live to the 
top of sales charts. XBN says: “Eh.” 
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Ever since Xbox Nation first 

caught wind of this newest 

entry into the venerable 
series, the question has lingered: 
Does the world actually need another 
version of Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater 
just yet? This will, after all, be the 
fourth game in the mere three years 
that have passed since the original 
PlayStation release in 1999. 

And yet the fact still remains that 
Neversoft knows how to make great 
videogames; this fourth iteration has 
been refined into a smoother, more 
balanced gaming experience. Instead of 
relying on the hallowed “two-minute run” 
for the crux of its gameplay, Skater 4 is 
now structured somewhat like a role- 
playing game: 1) Develop a character 
who jibes with your visual and mechani- 
cal tastes. An extensive Create-a-Skater 
feature means that customization 
options are vast. 2) Travel around enor- 
mous environments at your leisure—with 
no self-imposed time limit—pulling tricks 
and causing trouble. 3) When the urge 
strikes, approach any non-player char- 
acter, receive a set task and/or 
challenge, and remain glued to your 
television screen until the specified 
objective has been completed. This 
seemingly simple shift in structure opens 
the game up a great deal, and adds 
immensely to the overall experience. 

And while it might go without saying, 
this update is once again frighteningly 
addictive. The game provides a healthy 
dose of the TonyCrack™ you yearn for, 


i Neversoft’s graphics engine is once again serviceable, if not terribly cutting-edge. The visuals don’t 
appear to have matured stylistically, either, with somewhat inconsistent color and design choices. 


Dev : Neversoft 

Pub : Activision 

Players : 1-4 

Skate : Away, that’s all 

Origin : Los Angeles, California 
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Once more into the wild blue yonder soars Mr. Hawk, star of the much-beloved Tony Hawk’s Pro 
Skater game series. Oh, and like you could write a better caption in 3.4 seconds. 


The game provides a healthy dose of 
the TonyCrack™ you yearn for, with 
more moves and larger levels... 


with more moves, larger levels, and an 
even wider assortment of stylish head- 
gear to fit atop the skull of your digital 
skater. Mission objectives are consider- 
ably more varied than previous versions 
of the game, ranging from downhill 
shopping-cart races to a “Knock the 


Tourists into the Water” contest set on 
present-day Alcatraz Island. The imple- 
mentation of these challenges is still a 
bit clumsy at times, however, and some 
are better-conceived than others; if we 
must collect the letters S-K-A-T-E one 
more time, we're going to commit 
S-E-P-P-U-K-U, if you catch our drift. 

Because of the short development 
cycle, aesthetic improvements have 
been kept to a minimum. While the Xbox 
version is noticeably sharper than its 
PlayStation 2 counterpart, character and 
object models still appear quite muddy 
and blocky...simply not a far enough cry 
from the game’s PlayStation roots to 
truly impress. 

Skater 4 is solid, and would likely 
have scored a full two points higher had 
it included online play (the PS2 title’s 
most-significant addition). While there is 
no questioning the game’s ability to sap 
huge portions of your life, we’d dare say 
there may be better ways to spend said 
portions of said life until next year’s 
edition hits Xbox Live. 

Evan Shamoon 


nai Seven 


MECH ASSAULT 


Finally, a game that answers the 

age-old question: Exactly how 
much damage could a 20-story robot 
do to a city? For those yearning to 
tear stuff up, the machines in 
MechAssault pack enough punch to 
turn Tokyo into trash. And for every- 
one looking for a fast-paced shooter, 


Microsoft's new game towers above 
much of the competition. 

In MechAssault, you control what's 
essentially a two-legged tank and, with 
more than 20 mechs to choose from 
(there are some to unlock, and others 
will eventually be available for free 
download), there's bound to be a robot 


to fit the way you play. Camping bas- 
tards can use missile-packing Mad 
Cats, sneaky sons-of-bitches should 
pick the Puma to become invisible and 
stalk their prey, while others can get up 
in enemies’ (literal) grills with an earth- 
shaking Atlas. All of the mechs handle 
in different ways, but all are fun to play 
and fairly simple to get to used to. 

Graphically, MechAssault is impres- 
sive. The detail runs deep—not only in 
the trees which can be knocked over 
or set ablaze, but also in entire city 
blocks that can be decimated. (Taking 
potshots at downtown offices, these 
mechs bring a whole new meaning to 
the term urban renewal.) A couple of 
quick blasts will reveal rebar and a sky- 
scraper's innards, while a couple more 
will bring down the house. Still, there 
are better uses for those buildings— 
constantly getting flanked by mechs, 
tanks, troopers, turrets, and attack 
choppers means you'll need to employ 
them for protection. 

The single-player campaign starts 
off slowly, but then gun emplacements 
start tearing your mech to pieces. In 
fact, while the missions are varied 


FATAL FRAME 


Fatal Frame’s protagonist, Miku, 
ventures into a haunted 
mansion where several people have 
recently disappeared, armed with only 
her sixth sense, a ghost-killing cam- 
era, and a dangerously short skirt. 

The frights come early and often as 
the mansion’s many specters appear 
and disappear behind Miku, reach out 
and grab her, whisper and moan cryptic 
messages, or titter echoingly from the 
shadows. Inventive cinematics, superb 
sound effects, and excellent use of con- 
troller rumbling maintain the Uber-creepy 
atmosphere. In one early scene, Miku 
watches an empty staircase with trepi- 
dation, hearing creaking footsteps and 
her own ragged breathing while we feel 
her heartbeat quicken via the Xbox con- 
troller’s rumble feature. Make no mistake 
about it: Fata/ Frame is scary. 

In fact, it is the scariest survival horror 
title to date. It’s more terrifying than 
Resident Evil and even creepier than the 
Silent Hill series; this is no mean feat. 

Sadly, nothing else here works nearly 
as well. Unlike Si/ent Hill’s story, where 
finding out what the hell is going on 
provides most of the fun, Frame’s plot is 


obvious and none-too-scary. Since 
every artifact and document Miku finds 
refers to the same ancient Shinto ritual, 
anyone paying attention will have figured 
out the gist of the narrative in the first 15 
minutes. The character’s frequent rhetor- 
ical questions such as, “! wonder if this 
has anything to do with what’s happen- 
ing in this mansion?” are laughable, and 
detract significantly from the mood. And 
as for “puzzles,” more often than not, 
the game literally provides a picture of 
where Miku should go next or what item 
she needs. 

But all of these flaws are minor 
compared to the frustrating combat 
system. Frankly, Miku is overmatched: 
Ghosts become intermittently invisible, 
float through walls, and teleport. 
Experience points allow Miku to improve 
the abilities of her camera, but they’re 
awarded based on abstruse criteria. It’s 
possible—even quite likely—that an 
average player will be two-thirds through 
the game's 6-8 hours, thinking Miku’s 
doing fine, only to realize that suddenly 
her camera’s power is wholly inadequate 
to handle the stronger phantoms. And if 
that happens, there’s really nothing to do 


but start the game all over. Blech. 
Tecmo has added some goodies not 
found in the PlayStation 2 version, such 
as new outfits for Miku and a new play 
mode. Since these are unlocked only 
after the game has been finished (and 
therefore all the creepy moments experi- 
enced), their value is minimal. Fatal 
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Dev : Day 1 Studios 
Pub : Microsoft 
Players : 1-8 


Robot : Rampage 
Origin : Chicago, IL 


(escort, search and destroy, defend, 
and so on), the action becomes so 
frenetic that you're bound to bite it 
many painful times before you finish 
MechAssault’s 20 levels. 

The multiplayer options are similarly 
well thought-out. And, as MechAssault 
functions flawlessly on Xbox Live, it's 
just as easy to beat the tar out of a guy 
across the country as it is one sitting 
next to you on the couch. The Live 
support also makes it equally effortless 
to talk smack via the Communicator 
headset. What the game clearly lacks, 
unfortunately, is a team chat mode for 
coordinating strategies. 

If you can live with that, and the 
“remember-where-you-ate-it-last-time- 
and-retry” method of the single player 
game, MechAssault is one of those 
titles that will have you hooked long 
after you finish the single-player game. 
It won’t blow your mind, but it’s a solid 
showcase for online console gaming. 
Darren Gladstone 


«> Seven 


Less survival : 
More horror 
Origin : Japan 


Dev : Tecmo 
Pub : Tecmo 
Players : 1 


Frame scared the hell out of us; we 
would like to forgive its unsatisfying 
combat and puzzles, but we cannot. 
Paul V. Byrnes 
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Dev : Visual Concepts 
= Pub : Sega 


Players : 1-2 
Alien : Nation 


Funkotronian follies meet Microsoft’s master system. Chaos ensues. Origin : San Rafael, CA 


Bring forth the funk. Hipster 

aliens ToeJam and Earl, one 

a three-legged crimson 
whatsit and the other a shirtless 
yellow fatblob, may not be the most 
charismatic videogame characters, 
but they do possess a certain je ne 
sais quois. Their new adventure 
ToeJam & Earl Ill: Mission to Earth 
takes them back to a certain 
inhospitable mudball to recover 12 
es sacred record albums. 

A gorgeous and gorgeously flawed 
adventure, Mission to Earth has players 
exploring a series of levels as ToeJam, 
his pal Earl, and the brand-new 
Funkotronian femme Latisha. Each 
character has special abilities and dif- 
ferent inclinations; players can swap 
one alien for another at special loca- 
tions throughout the game's levels. 

Strange like a three-dollar bill in the 
grip of a two-headed snake, Mission to 
Earth neither looks nor plays like many 
other games. It’s solidly beautiful, filled 


with painted deserts, idyllic water Easily beaten, Mission to Earth 


scenes, skies that seem to be aflame, - 

and all manner of visual delights such provides no real sense of 
as flower patches; graffiti sorawls; and = ' ‘ 

quaint, off-kilter houses. Its 3D adven- accomplishment OF finality. _— 


ture requires players to pacify, not kill, 


ii Fun Fact: This game began development on the Sega Dreamcast and was originally titled ToeJam 
and Earl Ill: All Funked-Up. 


and instead of power-ups, there are when ToeJam gets a taste of the so at fairly regular intervals. 

wonderful (and not so wonderful) pres- high-speed drill as administered by an Yet all is not well for the alien tri- 
® Earthlings, be they lawnmowtng jerks, ents that allow a character to fly, leap insane dentist, or when the game umvirate. Aside from moments wherein 
tourists, or lisping sharks, must be taught the ; 

great distances, and do all sorts of starts playing the funky “Big Earl good taste gets trampled (Black cheer- 
ways of the funk. 

fun stuff. Bump” from the original game. The leaders with pom-poms that look oddly 

Mission to Earth plays heavily on game fires on all cylinders when it’s like watermelons?), some levels are 
nostalgia; it’s like going home again paying homage to its roots, and does frustratingly annoying and horribly 


unforgiving. Desert stages sport torna- 
does that scoop up a character and 
oftentimes deposit him or her over an 
abyss. When the alien returns to the 
gameplay area, so do the tornadoes— 
and it’s no use playing the 
tornado-riding Latisha on these stages, 
because she’s the least hardy and dies 
quickly when pitted against robust 
enemies. The end boss battle with the 
disembodied head “Antifunk” rehashes 
a curiously unfun minigame that 
appears halfway through the adven- 
ture. Easily beaten, Mission to Earth 
provides no real sense of accomplish- 
ment or finality, save for a nifty, 
game-ending funk-jam FMV. 

Consider this Mission only a 
partial success. 
Greg Orlando 


Latisha 


Brand-new character Latisha is all 
like, “WHA-BAM!” and we’re all like, 
“You go girl!” ToeJam fancies Latisha 
to be his girl but she’s like, 
“Whatever,” and he’s all like, “Why 
you gotta be that way?” And she 
drops funky beats, too. So it goes to 
say that we have absolutely no idea 
what’s going on here. 


® Catch this cute little elf (he’s a minion of the great and powerful Santa Funk) and he’ll cough up a 2 Seven 
present. Note the disco ball hovering above his head—that shows when a character’s been pacified. 
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QUANTUM REDSHIFT 


It’s almost a rite of passage for 

every new console to endure at 
least one futuristic racer. Cue 
Quantum Redshift, Microsoft's retort 
to Sony’s time-honored WipEout, and 
a game crafted by ex-members of the 
original team behind the PlayStation’s 
classic hover-racing opus. And the 


experience has paid off: Quantum 
Redshift is no slouch in terms of the 
slick handling and exhilarating per- 
formance the genre demands. 

Most noticeably, the developers dug 
deep to extract an impressive amount of 
power from the Xbox hardware. Vast, 
gorgeously textured environments 


packed with dynamic lighting, particle 
effects, and bump-mapping unravel 
effortlessly into the distance at a resilient 
60fps. And while the settings are pretty 
(if a little staid), the stunning stretches of 
water, huge drops, wide-open terrain, 
and sheer performance of Redshift are a 
sobering reminder that arcades no 
longer have a monopoly on visceral, 
cutting-edge thrills. 

Under the hood are racing dynamics 
we've all seen and played a dozen times 
before. You select a character (chosen 
from a typically dismal selection of per- 
sonalities, whose progress is blearily 
charted in amateurish, drippy cut- 
scenes), and you hammer through 
Circuit after circuit, taking advantage of 
powerslides, power-ups, and weapons. 
By accumulating points and converting 
them into cash to spend on upgrades, 
you'll gradually unlock 16 progressively 
more difficult courses, as well as some 
rather poorly implemented SSX Tricky- 
style nemesis challenges. 

Redshift subtly skews its action away 
from WipEout’s Zen-like path tracing via 
the freedom its expansive courses afford 
(some sections are more like rallying 


THE THING 


In John Carpenter’s remake of 

The Thing, a virus-like alien life- 
form crashes in Alaska, embedded in 
ice for years until being freed by a 
team of Norwegian scientists. Before 
long, the aliens—who can mimic any 
form of life and generally slaughter 
anything in their path—take on Kurt 
Russell and an American team of 
scientists. Computer Artworks’ 
videogame picks up where the movie 
ends, as the government sends a 
team, led by your character Captain 
Blake, into the Alaskan base looking 
for survivors and answers. 

The Thing is a fairly straightforward 
survival game in the vein of Resident 
Evil, with a few distinct differences. For 
one, you’re up against hideous aliens 
rather than zombies. Also, there are no 
rendered backgrounds; the camera 
follows the main character a la Tomb 
Raider through the 3D environments. 
And perhaps most importantly, the 
game adopts a fear/trust dynamic that 
governs interactions between characters 
and rekindles the movie’s general feeling 
of uneasiness and paranoia. 

The player maintains control of Blake 


throughout the game, with a revolving 
cast of team members who follow and 
provide assistance; medics will heal you, 
engineers can fix junction boxes and 
such, and soldiers are great at blasting 
baddies. Of course, they start to crack 
under the pressure as the missions 
intensify, and so you'll need to pacify 
them by giving them weapons or a nice 
shot of medication. In theory, the system 
sounds great—if your teammates don’t 
trust you, they’ll turn on you—and it’s 
certainly a unique gameplay element. In 
practice, however, it becomes a drag 
worrying about how much ammo they 
have, especially because they can turn 
those weapons on you in a heartbeat. 
Graphically, The Thing is very sharp, 
with great character models and nicely 
designed interior levels. (The exterior 
environments suffer somewhat, if only 
because the Alaskan wilderness simply 
isn’t all that varied or interesting to look 
at.) It’s also easy to get lost, thanks to all 
the snow blowing around and the 
looming darkness always just a few feet 
ahead. What’s more, the problem- 
solving element of the game sometimes 
becomes tiresome, if only because it 


requires constant running back and forth 
across the frozen tundra to find well-hid- 
den objects. Of course, that could very 
well have been the developers’ intent, 
given the murky, paranoid drama which 
permeates the film. 

The Thing is worth checking out. It 
packs a good measure of original 
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Dev : Curly Monsters Wiped : Out 
Pub : Microsoft Origin : UK 
Players : 1-4 


than hover racing), and also through a 
frenetic combat system that demands 
constant attention if you’re to steal 
victory from your opponents. Colored 
collectible power-ups are mapped to 
three weapon buttons, and you’ll spend 
most of your time balancing a prudent 
use of turbo acceleration (topped up 
every lap) against the timely disposal of 
deadly guided missiles. Again, it’s been 
played out in similar ways before, but it’s 
well-executed here and is undeniably 
fun...for a while, at least. 

The obligatory Single Race, Time 
Attack, and Split-Screen modes are also 
included, and the option to oust the 
barely adequate Junkie XL soundtrack 
with your own selection is very wel- 
come. Ultimately, however, Redshift’s 
well-honed action and lofty technical 
ambition are let down by a repetitive and 
dated no-progress-for-second-place 
structure, overly familiar mechanics, and 
conspicuous lack of style. 

Jason Brookes 


sole Six 


Dev : Computer Artworks E : For Effort 
Pub : Black Label Origin : UK 
Players : 1 


gameplay concepts; it just suffers a few 
missteps that keep it from ranking in the 
upper echelon of Xbox titles. 

Dan DiGiacomo 
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PHANTOM CRASH 


Meching friends is easy 


TIME 00:01:42 


i Those of you who have been to Japan might 
be pleased to know that the Shinjuku arena con- 
vincingly models Tokyo’s famous district. 


Leady? Go? 


CURRENT Aatisic 


/ ‘ditt 


Phantom Crash sufferes slightly from 
the occasional, charming “Engrish.” 
“Currently stopped liver performances 
due to health problems, but album 
production are in order,” read one of 
the artist’s bios in the game’s music 
shop. The fact that the artists even 
have bios somehow excuses these 
minor localization transgressions. 


€ 96 XBN 


Few mech games have had 

the inclination to include not 

one, but two kick-ass intro 
sequences, or feature characters who 
are just dying to tell you something 
utterly bizarre. Phantom Crash excels 
in both of these areas. And more. 

The game Is set in an environmentally 
devastated, post-apocalyptic Tokyo, 
where the media sensation du jour is 
Rumbling, a mech-battle sport fought for 
fame and fortune. If the premise sounds 
uninspired, fear not: The game packs a 
hipster flare the likes of which this genre 
has never seen. 

Although it’s no Jet Set Radio Future 
in overall design, Phantom presents an 
interface that screams style and has 
enough substance to back it up. We 
were floored by the incredible selection 
of independent Japanese artists avail- 
able in the game’s music shop, whose 
tracks can be arranged as the back- 
ground music during battles. Also 
appealing is the option to make your 
Scoobie into a more fashionable mech 
by applying the many decals and color 
schemes available in the game. 

In fact, you may find yourself spend- 
ing more time tuning your Scoobie 
mech, making up your battle music 
playlist, or conversing with various char- 
acters than actually battling them. It 
seems all these customization features 
do a good job of keeping your mind 
from assessing that there are really only 
three stages in which to rumble. They 
are, albeit, three impressively elaborate 


Dev : Genki 

Pub : Phantagram Interactive 
Players: 1-4 

Crash : Boom Bang 

Origin : Japan 


® We’d very much like to play a mech game set in a non-post apocalyptic future where all is sunshine 
and lollipops and you get a free man with a new hat for every 100 coins you collect. 


Although it’s no Jet Set Radio Future 
in overall design, Phantom Crash 
simply screams style... 


stages, apparently modeling some real 
areas of Tokyo, and are offered in both 
day and night flavors. Combine that with 
the entertaining story element—each 
stage has a champion who wants a 
severe beating—and somehow the 
underlying sense that there’s no variety 


& Nonsensical dialogue, though endearing for the most part, becomes annoying after approximately 
five minutes of gameplay. 


in Phantom completely disappears. 

Once the battle begins, the in-game 
graphics are not far off from those in the 
stunning opening sequence. The con- 
trols are briefly awkward; artfully 
maneuvering the mech rests entirely on 
your ability to align its turret and legs to 
unreasonable accuracy using the Xbox 
controller's two analog sticks. Still, it 
doesn’t take long to adjust. 

One of the best features in Crash is 
the Optic Camouflage—a rechargeable 
cloaking device that comes standard 
with every Scoobie. Ruthlessly hunting 
down other mechs in Stealth mode 
becomes the favored approach in the 
heat of battle, and makes for amazingly 
fun, intense gameplay. 

Alas, the game does suffer from a 
few shortcomings, the most glaring of 
which is the lack of variety in the multi- 
player mode. There’s also a wealth of 
nonsensical dialogue to wade through. 
These flaws are minor, though, and no 
hindrance to a game that is easily one of 
the finest mech shooters to date. 

Anna Kipnis 
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DRAGON'S LAIR 3D: RETURN TO THE LAIR 


If you aren’t old enough to 
remember seeing Star Wars in 
the theater, it’s probably hard to 
understand the cultural significance 
of the laserdisc arcade game 
Dragon’s Lair. 
The animated FMV of Dragon’s Lair 
was so stunning compared to the 


three-frame sprite animation that 
dominated at the time (think Pac-Man), 
people lined up for hours—we’re not 
kidding—to pay $1.50 (roughly $5 in 
today’s money) to get a chance to play 
a game that was essentially a tough, 
but gorgeous, version of Simon. It sin- 


glehandely revived the arcade business 


TRANSWORLD SNOWBOARDING 


TransWorld Snowboarding is the 
girl who always shows up in 
teen movies. She's the ugly one who’s 
revealed to be a hottie once the pretty 

boy du jour spends some time with 
her. To coax the beauty from 
Snowboarding, you’ve got to step into 
the jock socks of the pretty boy and 
spend some serious time with her. 

It's important to make a distinction 
up front: Snowboarding is not SSX: 
Tricky. It's really its own game, falling 
somewhere between Tricky and the 
more simulation-oriented Amped. 

The moves, physics, and controls are 
situated on the simulation end of the 
spectrum, while the level designs tend 
to have more of an arcade slant, 
especially on the later tracks. 

The biggest hurdle most players will 
face will undoubtedly be the tricks, both 
in terms of how they're executed and 
what they actually are. The game seems 
targeted at hardcore snowboarders: 
Goals often assume you know exactly 
how to pull off a move, even though it's 
not always clear. Things don't get overly 
technical (at one point the game asks 
you to pull a front flip 540 instead of its 


proper name, a McTwist), but asking a 
newcomer to any kind of boarding to do 
a BS 720 Stalefish is like handing him a 
scalpel and inviting him to perform open 
heart surgery. 

There's no trick list to pull up while 
playing, even though a large portion of 
the goals for each level revolve around 
completing specific grabs, and the 
grabs themselves are difficult to accom- 
plish. By holding one of eight directions 
on the Xbox controller’s right analog 
stick, or pressing down and pushing up, 
down, left or right, you can pull off 
grabs. These are laid out in relation to 
how you would execute them in real life 
(e.g., hold up to nosegrab, down to tail- 
grab), but actually nailing the diagonals 
is difficult to do by feel alone. It's an 
interesting idea in practice, but the 
execution is somewhat flawed. 

Graphics here are rather uneven. 
Snowboarding serves up hearty help- 
ings of draw distance and plenty of 
subtle bump-mapping effects on the 
snow and ice, but chokes when it 
comes time to toss all of this detail at 
your TV, usually arriving with a chunky, 
Stuttery frame-rate. It's breathtaking to 


and postponed the eventual arcade 
crash for more than year. 

That explains why, even with its 
simple gameplay (hit the right button in 
the right direction at the right time to 
see the next segment; mess up and 
you lose), Dragon’s Lair has continued 
to see re-release on everything from 
straight DVD to Game Boy Color. 

Finally, after years of waiting, the 
long-anticipated 3D version, from the 
Original creators and DragonStone 
Interactive, has arrived. Was it worth 
the wait? In a word, yes. In another, no. 

The game does a lot wrong. The 
character animation of hero Dirk the 
Daring frequently doesn’t quite match 
up to the environment. The game’s 
totally linear, and the control scheme 
takes some getting used to, largely 
because it sucks. If you can see past 
those flaws (and they can get pretty irri- 
tating), you may well be Mother Teresa. 

Rather than trying to ape the antics 
of countless platformers such as Blinx, 
Crash, Spyro, or any of their nauseat- 
ing clones, DragonStone innovates in 
this game.What you get, in addition to 
beautiful animation and lush graphics, 


peer literally hundreds of feet down the 
digital mountain to see a quiet, snow- 
blanketed burg with flecks of criss- 
crossing traffic below, but when it's 
accompanied by a hefty dose of chop- 
piness, the eye candy isn't as sweet. 
Snowboarding equals good, and will 
certainly appeal to snowboarders. That 
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Dev : DragonStone 
Pub : Ubi Soft 
Players : 1 


Dirk : The Diggler? 
Origin : Diamond Bar, 
CA 


is a linear game containing rooms with 
gradually more complex arcade action 
puzzles to figure out. There’s never a 
feeling of “being on a track,” but rather 
than concentrating your energy on 
finding every damn gem on a level, 
you're instead constantly challenged 
by new situations to overcome. 

There are fights aplenty and treas- 
ures to collect, but the real treat here is 
gameplay that makes you think, not 
memorize. 

Bottom line, the game is solid—it’s 
challenging, great to look at, and very 
different from its peers. Oh, and it’s 
also clearly a labor of love: There are 
heaps of historic and bonus features 
concerning the Dragon’s Lair universe, 
including extensive interviews with all 
the principles. The negatives knock 
down the score a couple of notches, 
but if the idea of the gameplay at all 
intrigues you, check this one out. 
You're not likely to be disappointed. 
Hiroki Yamaguchi 
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Yah : duuuude 
Origin : Finland 


Dev : Housemarque 
Pub : Infogrames 
Players : 1-4 


Said, it lacks a universal appeal. We’re 
eager to see what Housemarque can do 
with this game’s next iteration. 

Sam Bishop 
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Dev : Visual Concepts 
Pub : Sega Sports 
Players : 1-8 


Hoop : Screams 


Sega’s hoop dreams are once again gamers’ wet dreams Origin : San Rafael, California 


Perhaps it should come as 

no surprise that NBA 2K3 

takes the prize as this 
year’s top Xbox hoops sim. It’s a title 
Sega has held for the past several 
years, across all platforms. What 
sets this game apart is its dedication 
to getting the fee/ of NBA ball right: 
The pace of the action is spot-on, 
resulting in players who move and 
react at the right speeds and results 
that are realistic over a game with 
12-minute quarters. 

Proving that the prettiest game 
doesn’t necessarily make the best 
game, 2K3 does a decent job in the 
graphics department, but it’s certainly 
no award winner. The players still look 
a bit squat and angular, and their faces 
sometimes don’t seem to fit very well 
on their heads. Animations—though 
not on par with those found in Visual 
Concepts’ football masterpiece, NFL 
2K3—are smooth and varied, giving 
2K3’s players the edge over any from 


the other games as far as how realisti- The DaCe of the action is spot-on, 


cally they move during the action. The 


“aalstio tempo of the plas nove. aNd results are realistic over a 


ments also helps to sell the look; NBA 


Live 2003 certainly matches the QamMme with 12-minute Quarters. 


smoothness of 2K3, but Live’s 


® While NBA 2K3 is the finest basketball game of the year, neither it nor the competitiion can match 
the level of quality of their respective gridiron counterparts. (Note the detail on the players’ jerseys.) 


“cheetah-on-PCP” speed of play its shots. The sliders also let you tweak SportsCenter license, NBA 2K3 has 
means that you don’t really get a the settings to get accurate shooting also greatly improved its presentation, 
= Middls: On. ts own, NBA. 2K0's street ball chance to notice any of the subtleties. percentages and a better mix of out- one of the areas that was lacking in 
mode is provides more juice than Street Hoops . : ae ; 
itself (see review, p.99). On the court, the solid A.I. puts up a side and inside shot attempts. The past versions. The menu layouts could 
strong fight, and the sliders let you controls are well thought out, and still stand a rethinking, but there’s 
adjust certain areas, such as the respond superbly to your input. plenty of visual glitz to go along with 
frequency with which the computer hits With the addition of the ESPN the well-crafted gameplay. The 


announcing is still done by the fictional 
two-man crew, and it remains superb. 

Looking at the feature list, 2K3 has 
all the requisite game modes, such as 
Practice, Season, and Franchise 
options. There is one thing, however, 
that sets 2K3 apart from the hoops 
pack, and that’s the fact that it comes 
ready for play via Xbox Live. Visual 
Concepts has had plenty of experience 
with online play from its Dreamcast 
days, doing a remarkable job on both 
the NBA and NFL games...and that 
was when they were limited to sup- 
porting a dial-up connection. With the 
move to broadband, the play is seam- 
less and the trash-talking delicious. VC 
has done it again, and remains ahead 
of the hoops curve. 


Substance will win every day over 
style, but the incredibly cool auto- 
replays in NBA 2K3 deserve mention. 
In addition to the requisite slo-mo and 
motion blur, here you also get stuff 
like infrared effects. Another clever 


effect is seeing the featured player (or Rob Smolka 
just the ball) in color, while the rest of 
the scene is in black-and-white. Nice. 
™ When played on a progressive-scan television, NBA 2K3 looks amazing. And thanks to Visual ie Eight 


Concepts’ implementation of “specular highlights,” the players even develop a realistic, sweaty shine. 
€ 98 XBN 


NBA LIVE 2003 


Dev: EA Sports Pub: EA Sports Players: 1-8 Basket: Weaving Origin : Redwood City, CA 


NBA Live 2003 is fast, high- 
| | scoring, and perhaps the most 
accessible five-on-five basketball 
game of the year. It harkens back to 
the 16-bit versions of the game and, 
frankly, that’s not a bad thing. 

The new Freestyle Control is a 
superb addition. Using the right analog 
stick to choose the maneuver and 
motion, you now have a wealth of added 
options on both offense and defense. 
The rebounding problems which 
plagued last year’s game have been 
eliminated and, as always, both the look 
and presentation are superb. 

Simulation fans, however, will almost 
certainly be disappointed: In terms of 
realism, Live breaks down quickly. The 
defensive A.|. is like a sponge made of 
Swiss cheese, hardly able to keep up 
with the bevy of moves offered by the 
new control scheme. Bells and whistles 
are ubiquitous, however: blocked shots 
may occur far too frequently, but they’re 


®& Great ball handlers, like Jason Kidd here, 
have a huge advantage thanks to NBA Live 
2003's new freestyle control method. 


PlayStation 2 version, the game lacks 
any online options whatsoever. 

Positive steps have been taken: In 
addition to improved rebounding, it’s 
now possible to run the fast break, or be 
burned by it. No game can match Live’s 
on-court atmosphere, and the franchise 
mode is still top dog. If up-tempo action 
and innovative control are more impor- 
tant to you than realism and online play, 
this may be your b-ball baby in 2003. 


accompanied by a fancy sound effect. Rob Smolka 

(You might think this dedication to flash 

would carry over to the announcing, but 

Don Poier is back again, and still dull as Seven 


an insurance convention). And unlike the 


NBA INSIDE DRIVE 


Dev : High Voltage Pub: Microsoft Players: 1-8 Double: Drivel Origin : Chicago, IL 


Rant: Given a finite first-party 

development budget, it seems 
that Microsoft might find something 
slightly more creative to do with its 
dollars, rather than spending them on 
a game ina genre already filled with 
many solid contenders. Rant over. 

Last year’s Drive showed potential, 
but was hampered by some sticky 
animation issues, among other things. 
The “quick-start” movement of the ball 
handler, which allowed him to go from a 
dead stop to full speed without having to 
accelerate, made playing defense an 
absolute chore. While the problem 
hasn’t been completely fixed this year, 
some improvement has been made. 
Unfortunately, the game has 

regressed in nearly every other area. 
Many of the faces are way off, and the 
bodies are not well put-together; poly- 
gon seams abound. The animation 
transitions are sloppy, and the A.I. is 
lacking on both sides of the ball. The 
controls are simply too slow to respond 
to your input, as well; though repeated 
play allows you to get used to some of 
these idiosyncrasies, it never becomes a 
smooth and rewarding experience. 


®& The motion-capture looks spectacular from a 
distance. The players, however, are frightening 
to look at, especially during close-ups. 


There are some improvements: The 
new 25-season Dynasty mode is well 
done, with a full suite of General 
Manager features. Also, the three-man 
booth of announcers (Kenny Smith, the 
new addition, is excellent) does a nice 
job of keeping up with the game, calling 
the action with intelligence and humor. 

While it’s not a complete disaster, 
Drive has too many flaws to recommend 
it over the more refined competition. 
Rob Smolka 
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STREET HOOPS 


Dev : Black Ops Pub: Activision Players: 1-8 Streets : of Rage Origin : Santa Monica, CA 


“It was amazing,” photographer 

Manuela de Souza says on the 
“Making Of” video featurette found 
on the Street Hoops game disc. She 
speaks, of course, about the time she 
spent working on Activision’s latest 
sports title, Street Hoops, and we 
believe her. We just wish we could 
say the same about the time we 
spent playing the damn thing. 

When Street Hoops was announced 
shortly after Electronic Arts’ NBA Street 
became one of the surprise hits of 2001, 
there was obvious cause for concern. 
And roughly a year later, Activision’s 
concern has proven itself valid: Hoops 
lacks distinction and, more importantly, 
any real coherence when it comes to 
gameplay. Hitting shots is a random 
affair rather than a sweet science, and 
the impressive array of street-ball moves 
(the highlight of the game) are rendered 
superfluous due to faulty A.I. and crude, 
if easily accessible, controls. 

According to all of its associated 
press materials, Street Hoops is both 
“aggressive” and “in your face,” but 
shallow gameplay contrivances and 
wonky cross-promo clothing/sneaker/ 


NBA STARTING FIVE 


= Normally, we’d be wondering why a basket- 
ball player would choose to play in what looks 
to be a Yak’s-skin jacket and pants, but hey. 


music tie-ins do nothing to support 
these claims. Visually, it’s a quick ‘n’ 
dirty translation of the PlayStation 2 
game of the same name: Lifeless tex- 
tures, messy animation, and an overall 
lack of polish keep Street Hoops from 
reaching its full potential. It’s not the 
worst game ever made—we even had a 
few moments of genuine multiplayer 
fun—but ballers should absolutely find 
their video fix elsewhere. 


Evan Shamoon 


7 Three 


Dev: Konami Pub: Konami Players: 1-8 Hit: The Bench Origin : Redwood City, CA 


Mediocrity has become associ- 

ated with Konami sports titles 
over the years, and the release of 
NBA Starting Five carries on the 
tradition. In an already crowded field, 
Starting Five does little to distinguish 
itself (especially after giving up the 
ESPN license to Sega’s NBA 2K3). 
There are glimpses of what could 
have been, but, in the end, there are 
just too many problems to overcome. 

Graphically, the game holds up fairly 
well. The players are modeled nicely, 
with decent animations, but as with 
Inside Drive 2003, the texture work up 
close is disturbing, making guys look 
as if they have skin made of gnarled 
wood. Of all the basketball games out 
there, Starting Five also wins the award 
for having the ugliest faces. 

Other aspects of the game are worse: 
The announcers set new standards for 
dullness and repetition, the franchise 
mode feels like an afterthought, and the 
computer-controlled GMs possess the 
intelligence of bacteria. 

The one saving grace, amazingly, is 
that its play is not terrible. No game 
pulls off the fast break as well, the 


® Everything from the lame player-creator to the 
long load times saps the entertainment value 
right out of NBA Starting Five. 


shooting percentages are accurate, 
and the controls feel solidly tuned to 
the action. The free-throw shooting 
method—which uses both triggers and 
a timing mechanism—is refreshingly 
different, and works quite well. 

Quite simply, too many corners 
were cut with Starting Five. The 
gameplay is solid, however, and with 
more attention to detail, this could be a 
franchise to watch for in the future. 


Rob Smolka 
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HITMAN 2: SILENT ASSASSIN 


A charming love story about a man and his guns 


sniitiing 


i) The detail found in Hitman 2’s environments 
is astounding, and the tight storyline kept us 
coming back for more. Though rough around the 
edges, this is one of the most immersive experi- 
ences to be had on Xbox. 


Banned in the USA! 


Maybe it was the tagline, “Travel the 
world, meet new people, eliminate 
them.” Anyway, the original TV ad for 
Hitman 2 was predictably refused by 
most of the major cable networks. 
The accepted version actually 
features much of the same footage— 
although, as expected, a saucy hot 
tub scene is missing. 


€ 100 XBN 


When last we saw Number 

47, our cloned-and-bred-as- 

a-killer antihero in the 
original Hitman, he’d given up his life 
of violence and taken refuge at a 
monastery in Sicily. Well, as such 
things are bound to happen, when 
local Mafia thugs figure his where- 
abouts, they kidnap his associate and 
priest, the Padre, and hold him for 
ransom. Since 47 has donated all of 
his money to the church and doesn’t 
have the cash, he decides on a more 
sanguinary approach—involving 
his guns. 

Hitman 2 is one of the most enjoyable 
games to land on Xbox yet. (Assuming 
you enjoy videogame murder.) It boasts 
a superb wealth of detail, in everything 
from graphics, to gameplay, to its three- 
dimensional protagonist. (Number 47 
crosses himself before embarking on his 
first mission, which is probably a first for 
a videogame.) All of the minor engine 
problems that plagued the original have 
been eliminated, and while Hitman 2 still 
has a few niggling annoyances, for the 
most part it’s a smooth, continuously 
entertaining ride. 

The stunning graphics depict a wide 
variety of locales—from Sicily and St. 
Petersburg to Malaysia and the Middle 
East—all backed by a superb score 
performed by the Budapest Radio 
Symphony Orchestra. And, while each 
assignment does involve assassinating 
someone (or several someones), the 
challenges to overcome and the 


Dev : lo Interactive 
Pub : Eidos 
Players : 1 

Of Nuns : and Guns 
Origin: Denmark 


CUSTOM RIFLE § 


@ It was a dark and stormy night when Number 47 shot at the tires of a black car. It was, in fact, the 
day of the incident, the one with the black car. Do you know anything about the day of the incident? 


With only a couple of exceptions, 
every assignment can be tackled 
IN a dozen different ways... 


strategies required for every mission are 
unique. With only a couple of excep- 
tions, every assignment can be tackled 
in a dozen different ways; while the 
game definitely rewards stealth, whether 
you keep it clean and slip in and out 
undetected—or simply charge in with 


Forgive me, Father, for | have sinned. It’s been two days since my last confession. In that time, I’ve 
killed 37 men, 14 women, and six chickens—oh, and also one hippopotamus and a goat named Edgar. 


guns blazing—is completely up to you. 
This gives Hitman 2 an impressive replay 
value; we found ourselves continually 
replaying missions, just to test out new 
strategies and approaches. 

Clearly, however, Hitman 2 could 
have used a few extra months in devel- 
opment. Character animation is often 
painfully awkward. It’s too easy to drop a 
weapon without meaning to, and there 
are several times when it’s totally unclear 
what you must do in order to proceed. 
Also, some guards magically gain the 
ability to see and/or walk through doors, 
breaking the game’s spell. And one mis- 
sion requires psychic powers, as you 
must know what’s going on before it 
even happens to have even a prayer of 
getting through it alive. 

However, this is mere quibbling 
considering how smashingly right almost 
everything else about the game is. 
Assuming your taste runs to figuring out 
the best approach to strangle somebody 
with garrote wire, you simply owe it to 
yourself to play Hitman 2. 

Jeff Lundrigan 
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TOM CLANCY’S GHOST RECON 
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You’ve been lying prone in the 

bush for what seems like hours. 
Off in the distance, you hear the 
occasional staccato of small arms fire 
and the thunderous pop of grenades. 
Somewhere on the other side of the 
ridge, your teammates are killing and 
dying; yet here you are, camouflaged 


among the insects and vegetation, 
fighting back feelings of helplessness, 
waiting for the right moment to strike. 

As soon as you stand up, an 
enemy sharpshooter staking out the 
nest sends you his greetings in the 
form of spiraling hot lead. So much 
for the ambush. 


Welcome to a typical day in Ghost 
Recon, a hyper-realistic combat simula- 
tor where patience is just as important a 
virtue as Courage. And since the name 
of the game is one-hit-kill, sometimes a 
little cowardice helps, too. 

Just don’t let the flapping flag catch 
you in the eye. Set a few years from 
now, Ghost drops you behind enemy 
lines in Georgia (no, not Atlanta—think 
Eastern Europe) to suppress a Soviet 
resurgence. Typical of most multiplayer 
titles, how you play Ghost—whether it 
be solo in the campaign mode, co-op 
with friends via splitscreen and online, or 
versus absolute strangers on Xbox 
Live—makes a huge difference in terms 
of the value you get from the game. 

Although it’s by no means a cake- 
walk, Ghost’s single-player campaign 
works as sort of a live fire exercise for 
the real deal on Xbox Live. To accom- 
plish each mission objective, you’ve got 
to familiarize yourself with terrain and 
learn how to lead a team of four 
commandos effectively. Admittedly, the 
friendly A.|. in Ghost is deadly and 
effective, often covering your ass when 
you charge in, Rambo-style, spewing 


MEDAL OF HONOR: FRONTLINE 


Saving Private Ryan and Band 

of Brothers took the relatively 
mundane genre of WWII films to a 
new plateau by injecting a raw, vis- 
ceral style focusing on the brutality 
and chaos of the battlefield. Your 
grandad's war was suddenly hip, 
happening, and gory...and Electronic 
Arts was quick to capitalize on this 
violent renaissance by creating the 
Medal of Honor series. Like Steven 
Spielberg’s films, this is exciting—if 
decidedly melodramatic—warfare. 

This third-person action adventure 

title, the first for next-gen platforms, 
plays out like a war flick highlight reel. 
Storming the beach at Normandy? 
Check. Sniper showdown in a bombed- 
out French city? Yep. Rustic country 
villages overrun with Nazi tanks? They’re 
in there. These stages look spectacular, 
drawing obvious inspiration from the 
aforementioned movies. Bullets scream 
past your soldier’s head, bunkers 
explode, and troops scurry into foxholes 
all around him. It's so frantic and realis- 
tic, it's hard to not get caught up in the 
action. The soundtrack also works over- 
time, scoring the action with a sweeping 


orchestral bombast. It's truly Hollywood- 
caliber stuff, and heightens the game’s 
cinematic feel dramatically. 

As undeniably successful as its 
presentation is, Frontline’s gameplay 
can't quite match its slick exterior. 
Levels look dazzling, but the actual 
tasks you must accomplish in them are 
often so contrived that all the realism 
fades away. During the amazing opening 
sequence in which you storm the beach, 
the artifice is all too apparent. Instead of 
just running up the embankment and 
fighting for your life like a real solider, 
you must run around and find four fellow 
soldiers who need help. Fire a few shots 
near their heads to offer “covering fire” 
and they'll move to safety. 

Similarly unrealistic goals pepper 
many of the stages, and unless you pay 
very close attention to the objectives, 
you'll likely miss Some obscure goal as 
you progress. Nothing rips the illusion of 
legitimacy like reaching the exit of a 
stressful stage and seeing “All objectives 
not completed.” Hoofing it back through 
the stage to climb to the top of some 
random church or looking for docu- 
ments in a clock significantly salts the 


thrill of video warfare. 

Compared to the PlayStation 2 
version released in mid-2002, this Xbox 
port doesn't offer much in terms of new 
content; the only real addition is a 
Deathmatch mode for up to four players. 
The level designs are far too large for a 
small group of players, the options are 
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Dev : Red Storm 
Pub : UbiSoft 
Players : 1-16 


Flag : Waving 
Origin : Morrisville, NC 


expletives and bullets. 

But like developer Red Storm’s 
previous tactical shooter Rainbow Six 
(on PC and consoles), playing alone 
quickly loses its luster due to the 
pre-scripted nature of each mission. 
Enemies rarely deviate from their given 
paths; once you know tango’s lurking 
just around the bend, simply toss a 
grenade the next time around and— 
voila—problem solved, hassle-free. 

On the other hand, in multiplayer 
mode, on (and off) Xbox Live, Ghost 
hangs with the best online first-person 
shooters out there. The spot-on 
control, coupled with real-time voice 
communication, means that video 
roughnecks can concentrate purely on 
strategy without having to wrestle with 
an unwieldy interface. As an Xbox Live 
launch title, Ghost Recon is a great way 
for online rookies and seasoned 
veterans to discover the versatility of 
Microsoft’s fledgling network. 


eo a ~, Sa " 
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Dev : Dreamworks Int. War is : Swell! 
Pub : EA Games Origin : Los Angeles, 
Players : 1-4 CA 


limited and, due to the old-fashioned 
weaponry, battles often degrade into a 
game of who can reload his rifle first. 


Shane Bettenhausen 
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Dev : Blitz Games Pub: Infogrames Players : 1-4 Um:No Origin: UK 


Play Zapper for about five min- 
| | utes and this electric-cricket 
game seems oddly familiar. Hop here, 
hop there, avoid the baddies. And 
then you realize that it’s like Frogger, 
but in 3D. But with weird camera 
angles. But crossed with Scott Baio in 
Zapped. But much lamer. 

Zapper was birthed by Blitz Games, 
which also produced Frogger 2: 
Swampy's Revenge. This time the 
non-mammalian adventure focuses on a 
cricket who’s dragged his feet across 
one too many carpets. The Zapper 
administers electroshocks to boxes, 
cages, ropes, and poor snails. Like other 
platform-adventure titles, Zapper offers 
minor combat and time-coordinating 
tasks; the goal is to collect alien eggs 
before they sprout legs and run away, 
and to free enslaved fireflies. Run into a 
swarm and glow with phosphorous, and 
Zapper attains a long-reaching zap that 
opens heavy-duty prize boxes. 

Like the 3D incarnations of Frogger, 
movement is from “square to square,” 
which would make better sense with a 
view presented from the top down, or at 


REIGN OF FIRE 


& Meet Zapper, a most electric hero trapped in 
a mediocre adventure. We know Frogger, 
Zapper, and you’re no Frogger. 


least an option for such. With limited 
movement, gameplay is based on 
strategic movements and timing. 

Yet Zapper isn’t strategic enough; 
most eggs can be found easily. When 
dealing with enemies, it’s best to avoid 
them, giving you little reason to flex your 
Baio-like powers. The multiplayer games 
are banal, and while Zapper offers 
cartoony kid-graphics, it’s nothing that 
can’t be done on inferior systems. Yawn. 
Raina Lee 
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Dev: Bam! Pub: Kuju Players: 1 Dragon: Fart Origin: UK 


Rule of thumb: The quality of a 

game based on a film is usually 
proportional to how closely it follows 
the release of the movie. If the length 
of time between the two is short, it’s a 
safe bet that the game is going to be 
short on quality. Awash in frustrating 
play and mediocrity, Reign of Fire 
does nothing to upset the curve. 

To recap, mankind is under siege by 
fire-breathing dragons, and it’s up to you 
to help protect one of the few remaining 
human settlements. Each of the game’s 
16 missions is fairly dynamic, with new 
objectives popping up constantly, which 
certainly keeps things moving. 

Unfortunately, everything else kinda 
blows. Even with the post-apocalyptic 
setting, the graphics are monotone, 
clunky, and dull. Every new mission 
looks just like the last, with almost zero 
variety to the often confusing layouts of 
burned rubble and dead trees. Even the 
dragons are mostly shades of gray, 
inspiring yawns rather than awe. 

Worse, the game isn’t even remotely 
balanced. Swarms of dragons continual- 
ly pummel you with fireballs, and neither 
of the offered control schemes makes it 
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i Reign of Fire is a game strictly for those folks 
who enjoy watching themselves burn. 


exactly easy to shoot and move at the 
same time. Inevitably, your vehicle gets 
set on fire, usually with no ready source 
of water around to douse the flames. 
So, you’re stuck watching as your health 
meter slowly drops until you’re dead. 
Eventually, you get a chance to play 
as a dragon trying to wipe out mankind, 
which is slightly more enjoyable. But it’s 
just not worth sticking with this clunker 
long enough to get there. 
Jeff Lundrigan 
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COMMANDOS e: MEN OF COURAGE 


Dev: Pyro Pub: Eidos Players: 1 Explain: That Again? Origin : Spain 


Commandos 2 may be the most 

ferociously complicated game 
released yet for Xbox. You take 
control of a small squad of soldiers 
sent deep behind enemy lines during 
WWII. The (mostly) real-time missions 
range from basic destruction, to free- 
ing prisoners of war, to capturing key 
Nazi documents, and just about 
everything in between. 

To describe the series of menus used 
here as “labyrinthine” would be to horri- 
bly oversimplify labyrinths. You spend a 
lot of time simply switching between 
options or trying to remember how cer- 
tain items are used, and menu icons are 
small and often confusing. Also, while 
it’s logical that the Sapper is the only 
one who can defuse mines, you’d think 
that anybody could tie and gag some- 
one or toss a grenade through a 
window, yet these actions are also 
restricted to certain “specialists.” Silly. 

The game is, however, also weirdly 
addictive. You can save at any point and 
load times are short, so trying again (and 
again) is fairly painless, while a Field 
Notebook helps point you to your next 
objective. There are so many means of 


® If you can get past the complicated menu 
system, PC-port Commandos 2 isn’t all bad. 


distracting and eliminating guards that 
overcoming obstacles is remarkably 
open-ended. The game also nails a cer- 
tain Guns of Navarone atmosphere, and 
has a fair amount of personality to boot. 

If you approach Commandos 2 as a 
very complicated action/puzzle game 
requiring lots of patience and brain- 
strain, it’s actually rather enjoyable— 
not simple, not easy to get into, and 
certainly not for everyone, but enjoyable. 
Jeff Lundrigan 
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EGGMANIA: EGGSTREME MADNESS 


Dev : Hot Gen Studios Limited Pub: Kemco Players: 1-2 No: Yolk Origin: Japan 


EggMania: Eggstreme Madness 

is a harmless diversion that any 
Tetris addict will be able to pick up 
and beat in an hour or two, but it’s 
one of those “fun for the whole 
family” titles that’s great to have 
around when a young nephew or 
reflexively inept friend comes to visit. 

Players build rows of various-size 
falling blocks to reach the top faster than 
their (human or A.I.) opponent. Variations 
on the Tetris style: You play one of a 
number of egg-shaped characters (with 
names like Yolko and Coolio), against 
colorful, themed backdrops like Giant’s 
Beanstalk and Eggolot’s Fortress. Water 
rises from the bottom as you try to reach 
the top, adding a new level of stress to 
the familiar block-placing frenzy. 

Bombs or hammers may fall, which 
you can hurl at your opponent’s wall to 
smash it down. And sometimes, drag- 
ons, ghosts, or other enemies arrive and 
push you over or steal blocks. You can 
jump down and fill in incomplete rows so 
that your tower doesn’t tumble under 
your speed-induced poor construction. 
There’s also a handy trowel that fills in 
up to six gaps under you, and Super 
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All hail Xbox’s Halo killer! Just kidding. 


Boots you can use to jump to the top 
without having to build all the way there. 
There are enough modes to give 
EggMania legs, including Tournament, 
Survival, and Bomb, as well as an option 
to customize your own mode. 

While not groundbreaking in any way, 
EggMania is a fairly addictive puzzle- 
game that doesn’t require a huge learn- 
ing curve or time investment. In other 
words, it’s good, clean fun. 

Carrie Sheppard 
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LOONS: THE FIGHT FOR FAME 


Dev : Warthog Pub: Inforgrames Players: 1-4 Fame: is Lame Origin : UK 


Loons: The Fight For Fame 
|| promises “an epic fight to win 
the starring role in Hollywood's next 
big blockbuster,” but doesn’t live up 
to its rhetoric. Instead, we’re present- 
ed with a simplistic brawler in which 
Loony Tunes characters smite each 
other with oversized hammers ad 
infinitum. \t’s Power Stone sans fun. 

Looney Tunes doing battle on film 
sets parodying such classics as 
Apocalypse Now and Raiders of the Lost 
Ark sounds like a blast, but the concept 
is poorly executed on every level. The 
game casts aside its biggest asset, the 
Looney Tunes characters, right from the 
start; Bugs, Daffy, Sylvester, and Taz are 
the only playable characters. Old 
favorites such as Marvin the Martian, 
Foghorn Leghorn, and Wile E. Coyote 
(to name but three) aren’t included. The 
four playable ‘toons behave identically, 
with no differences in speed or stamina 
or character-specific moves whatsoever. 

While the levels are visually appeal- 
ing, they provide almost no interactivity, 
unless you count repeatedly getting 
Caught on corners as “interactive.” 
Some levels require more than the 
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® Even the minigames are poorly executed 


clones of games such as Pac-Man and the light- 


cycle duel from Tron. 


defeat of one’s opponents to advance, 
but the success conditions are not clear 
until the postmortem screen. We played 
through one level four times before puz- 
zling out what we were supposed to do. 

The promising four-player multiplayer 
mode, unfortunately, offers no relief: Skill 
doesn’t determine the outcome. Rather, 
he who can best exploit the idiosyn- 
crasies of the level attains a joyless 
victory not even worthy of trash-talk. 
Paul V. Byrnes 
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LOTR: FELLOWSHIP OF THE RING 


Dev: WXP Pub: Universal Players: 1-4 Lord: Why, Lord? Origin : Seattle, WA 


If there was any truth in adver- 

tising, Universal would hawk 
this game as Lord of the Pointless 
Fetch Quest and recommend that 
potential buyers seek the Fellowship 
of Many Beers to dull the pain. The 
game’s initial phase has players run- 
ning around as hobbit Frodo Baggins, 
collecting eggs and honeycomb for a 
pie, finding someone’s lost dog, carry- 
ing a barrel of alcoholic libations for a 
barmaid, fixing a weather vane, 
searching for steel hinges, locating 
healing herbs, tracking down the 
ringer on a bell, and generally being 
everyone’s errand boy. We have had 
more pleasurable root canals. 

After a particularly intense boss 
battle, the game has nothing better to 
do than force players to plod through a 
dreary forest collecting 12 water lilies. An 
overlong and overly complex maze is 
tossed in to stretch out gameplay. Even 
playing as the powerful fighter Aragorn 
means trudging through a bland city 
hunting for melons, straw, rags, etc., so 
hobbit decoys may be fashioned. 

There’s more, and it’s one piece of 
mindless nonsense piled on another. In 


®& Archaeologists will someday unearth a copy of 
the putrid Lord of The Rings, at which point the 
stench will compel them to bury it even deeper. 


his own house, Frodo must smash bar- 
rels to collect power-ups and find a 
lockpick kit in order to open chests. The 
game revels in presenting small hills that 
can’t be climbed, fallen branches that 
can't be jumped over, and tiny streams 
that can’t be crossed. There may be not 
a single redeeming feature here, save for 
decent graphics (it even shipped with 
crash bugs) and, truly, calling this game 
garbage would be an insult to garbage. 
Greg Orlando 
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TY THE TASMANIAN TIGER 


Dev: Krome Pub: Electronic Arts Players: 1 Ty me up: Ty me down Origin : Australia 


Damn wannabe mascot Ty the 

Tasmanian Tiger and that guy 
who wrestles crocodiles for introduc- 
ing phrases such as “Crikey!” and 
“Struth!” into our vocabulary. From 
Krome Studios, Ty has the typical 
Australian wares (boomerangs, funny 
accents, and cheeky marsupials) 
stuffed into a playable, but unexciting 
3D platform-adventure game. 

While the lush cartoon outback is well 
rendered, the environments are nothing 
to fluff your feathers over. Ty collects 
glittering eggs and golden cogs in order 
to upgrade his boomerangs into the 
Infarang, the Flamerang, and the 
Zappyrang. Get two ‘rangs and use 
them like wings for hang-gliding. 
Another too-cute feature is the low-tech 
animal sniper vision: With the controller’s 
left trigger, take aim, fire, and watch as 
the dopey lizard bad guys get bonked. 
It’s funny to watch them dancing in the 
distance (they do actually dance), lose 
their balance, and fall on their faces. 

The real trouble with Ty the 
Tasmanian Tiger, however, lies in its 
camera. Ty dashes at a frenetic pace 
while the camera does a poor job of 


™ With the help of a cockatoo, koala, and dingo 
in Daisy Dukes, Ty searches for his missing fam- 
ily. Oh, and he runs from rampaging boars, too. 


keeping up. Front views are often 
obstructed, and must be manually 
adjusted with the analog stick. Also, the 
analog controls are far too sensitive; a 
minor pan often turns into a sudden jerk. 
Those who retch at Blair Witch-like 
cinema verite, be forewarned: Ty’s 
escapades will induce motion sickness. 
Here’s one wonder that could stand to 
stay Down Under. Where beer does flow 
and men chunder. 

Raina Lee 


«> Four 


nE€ED FOR SPEED: HOT PURSUIT 2 


Dev : EA Studios Pub: Electronic Arts Players: 1-2 Trigger: unhappy Origin : Canada 


This is the sequel to EA’s 

Original street-racing game. Ina 
nutshell: You take to the highways 
and byways in a souped-up supercar, 
racing for best time—and constantly 
outrunning the cops. Your car choic- 
es are vast: Everything is here, from 
Corvettes to BMWs to Feraris to the 
fabled McLaren F1 prototype. 

Quite simply, outrunning the cops 
while racing on gorgeous international 
tracks is damn fun. There’s a constant 
sense of tension you just don’t get with a 
straight race—just like in real life, the 
lawmen add to the excitement. (Sadly, 
playing as a cop—which you get to do 
on several occasions—isn’t quite as fun.) 

Control is tight. The cars respond 
just right when you want to brake 
quickly to take a sharp turn, essential 
when you're trying to outrun the police 
at 150 mph. The graphics have been 
redone for Xbox and look superb, with 
multipass rendering in evidence and 
true reflection mapping on the cars. 
The cop-tracking abilities are better in 
the Xbox version as well. 

Unfortunately, not everything is an 
improvement. The intense sense of 


© Sing it with us: “Car Wars! They’re kooky 
nutty Car Wars!” Hey, it worked for Bill Murray 
on Saturday Night Live. 

speed found in the PlayStation 2 ver- 
sion is missing: The McLaren F1 feels 
roughly the same as the BMW Z3, and 
neither feels particularly fast. The Xbox 
build has fewer tracks as well, but the 
real killer is that there’s no way to use 
the analog triggers for acceleration and 
deceleration. Using the face keys for 
speeding up and slowing down is just 
so PS1; it feels awful, and is clearly the 
biggest bump in Hot Pursuit’s road. 
Hiroki Yamasaki 
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TEST DRIVE 


Dev : Pitbull Syndicate Pub : Infogrames/Atari Players : 1 - 4 Drive : To the corner of been there, done that Origin: UK 


The latest in the Test Drive 
|_| series, this game has a long, if 
not always terribly proud heritage. 
You play as Dennis Black, an under- 
ground-circuit race driver competing 
on the streets of four cities—San 
Francisco (natch), Tokyo, Monte 
Carlo, and London—and you’re even- 
tually presented with a roster of 40 
cars. Because this is an illegal street 
circuit, you not only have to contend 
with rival racers, but also with civilian 
traffic and the (usually quite ineffec- 
tive) coppers as well. 

The game’s mantra can be summed 
up as “good is good enough.” The 
graphics aren’t bad, but won’t set the 
world on fire, and there was little-to-no 
effort put into taking advantage of Xbox- 
specific features. This drags the whole 
thing down to the lowest common 
denominator: There’s no damage mod- 
eling on the cars, and crashes result in 
civilian vehicles flying dozens of feet and 
bouncing around like Tonka toys, while 
your own car barely shakes. The voice 
acting is decent, but the sound effects 
seem to have been pulled from the 
same Groovy Noises: Volume 1 CD as 


® Fun Fact: It is now a federal law that every 
racing game must include a San Francisco level. 
Failure to comply can result in a flogging. 


the painfully generic soundtrack. 

In fact, everything about the game, 
right down to Its very arcade-style 
gameplay, is solidly executed and rea- 
sonably enjoyable without ever actually 
being all that exciting. There’s nothing 
here you haven’t seen done better 
before, and the only real achievement is 
its negligible load times. You can get into 
it quickly and it’s not unfun, but this is 
purely a weekend rental. 

Jeff Lundrigan 


=> Five 


DEFENDER 


Dev : Seven Studios Pub : Midway Players: 1-2 Defend: Your Privacy Origin : Los Angeles, CA 


When the idea well runs dry, it’s 

tempting to dip into the past and 
come up with a game to remake. And 
every once in a while, this actually 
works. Take the original Battlezone 
on PC, for instance: This clever 
update of a simplistic classic added 
some fresh ideas and an interesting 
visual style, remixing the game into 
something new. Defender is not so 
successful in this endeavor. 

What ultimately lands Defender in the 
“utterly forgettable” pile are its bland 
graphics, twitchy controls, and various 
technical problems. These issues serve 
to overpower the rather interesting strat- 
egy elements added to the third-person- 
perspective action. As was the case with 
the arcade classic, this new Defender 
requires you to fend off the alien attacks 
while saving your people from being 
captured. The new twist is that the 
various people you save will help you by 
adding to your resources, making them 
much more than mere score supple- 
ments. You also have mobile weaponry 
which you can drop onto the battlefield 
to aid in your defense. 

Despite these gameplay additions, 
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® Like the arcade original, saving your people 
and carrying them to safety is critical in the new 
Defender—it’s just not nearly as much fun. 


Defender simply feels tired. Loose con- 
trols make aiming difficult, and trying to 
turn while accelerating only serves to 
slow everything down...not necessarily a 
good thing for an action game. 
Speaking of slow, many of the light- 
ing effects have a horrible impact on the 
framerate. All together, its problems put 
Defender on the slow road to being very, 
very average. It’s a shame, too, because 
the original almost ate our lives. 
Rob Smolka 


= Five 


ANTZ EXTREME RACING 


Dev : Empire Interactive Pub : Empire Interactive Players: 1-4 Begs: For a Can of Raid Origin : UK 


Whoever convinced the money 
|| people at Empire that what the 
world needed was a kart racer based 
on a movie that was a sociological 
diatribe disguised as an animated 
kids’ movie needs a cookie. If there is 
an Eskimo in need of ice, surely this 
huckster will be the one to sell it. 

Antz Extreme Racing is swill given 
digital form, a blight on a game library 
that needs titles like this like a bald 
person needs a comb. At no point 
does the game seek to break new 
ground or rise above cart-racing 
stereotypes. From the powerups (turbo 
boosts, mines, slicks, shields, mis- 
siles—both normal and homing—and 
smoke bombs), to the lifeless, basic 
tracks (usually ovals or figure-eights 
that offer little in the way of hidden 
shortcuts or replay value), to the blurry 
texture work and ho-hum sound 
effects, everything about the game is 
well below average, and should be 
avoided like the Ebola virus. 

With only six different characters 
and no discernable differences in terms 
of handling, speed, or acceleration, 15 
tracks providing a bare minimum of 


i Antz like to race around on phallic-shaped 
tracks on what seem to be giant phalluses. 
Where’s the magnifying glass when you need it? 
personality, and almost no attention to 
detail, Antz’s racing experience should 
not be inflicted on anyone. It’s visually 
horrid, and simultaneously not fun by 
any measure. The controls seem 
weighted at the extreme ends of the 
sensitivity spectrum; the left analog 
stick is often hypersensitive, and the 
D-pad far too sluggish. 

To the point, Antz Extreme Racing 
just plain suckz. 
Sam Bishop 


cones Two 


BLADE Il 


Dev : Mucky Foot Pub: Activision Players: 1 Eternal: Ennui Origin : UK 


Damning Blade I! with faint 

praise, we’d say that the game 
does not blow chunks. It’s straight- 
forward to a fault; while parts of the 
game are technically sound and 
contain morsels of fun, they’re cer- 
tainly few and far between. 

Where the game falls apart is in its 
“innovative” 360-degree combat 
system. With it, you use the controller’s 
right analog stick to attack, but you 
can’t choose whether you throw a 
punch or a kick—it all depends on the 
direction in which you’re aiming, and 
how far along you are in the combo 
cycle. Worse, the combos depend sole- 
ly on timing, and as long as Blade is 
attacking, he can’t otherwise move. So 
once you figure out the correct rhythm, 
combat mostly consists of standing in 
one place, slowly tapping the stick this 
way and that, and waiting for enemies 
to move into range. Special moves do 
cut away to show Blade ripping through 
opponents from impressive camera 
angles, but given the tedium of the 
other 90 percent of combat, this is 
altogether not enough. 

Otherwise, this isn’t all bad. There’s 


& The Xbox version looks just like its PS2 coun- 
terpart. Graphics are a bit smeary, and animation 
is rather stiff. 


a decent arsenal of weapons, and the 
level designs are varied and mostly 
solid. The idea of being surrounded by 
dozens of vamps, wading into the 
crowd, and cutting them down with 
gory excess certainly has its appeal. 

Had more time been spent perfecting 
the game’s innovative combat system, 
Blade II might have been reasonably 
entertaining. As it stands, playing the 
game simply feels too much like work. 
Jeff Lundrigan 


ed Four 


PAC-MAN WORLD e 


Dev: Namco Pub: Namco Players :1-4 Pac it Up: Pac it In Origin : Japan 


Pac-Man may well be the most 


prolific character in videogames. 


Since his debut in 1980, he has shown 
up in over two dozen titles. In the last 
three years alone, he’s chomped his 
way through eight games on six con- 
soles, and now Microsoft’s Xbox. 
Pac-Man World 2 is a solid plat- 
former, replete with the traditional 
forest-, fire-, and ice-themed levels, 
which are themselves full of buzzsaws, 
falling icicles, and so on. While some 
areas are surprisingly difficult, extra lives 
are liberally scattered about, so drop- 
ping a dozen spherical yellow avatars 
down the same pit before finally advanc- 
ing is affordable (albeit frustrating). 
Unfortunately, the characteristic ele- 
ments of Pac’s past work are not fully 
incorporated into the gameplay. Mr. Man 
spends most of his time jumping on the 
heads of beetles or mountain goats—he 
rarely gets to enjoy a nice power pellet 
with a ghost chaser. And this modern 
Pac-Man is much more concerned with 
avoiding lava than with putting the 
wakka-wakka to a maze full of pellets; 
the game plays like a platformer that 
happens to star Pac-Man, not like a 


® Given infinite time, even a monkey will be able 
to complete Pac-Man World 2. While translating 
Hamlet into Japanese. 


Pac-Man game that happens to be a 
platformer. It’s a shame that such a 
lauded videogame icon is reduced to 
biting his moves from Crash and Lara. 
Still, the game is charming and 
accessible. It ought to keep young kids 
out of mischief for a long while—and if 
they’re able to collect enough tokens, 
they can unlock faithful recreations of 
Pac-Man’s arcade hits and soak up 
some Classic gamer culture. 
Paui V. Byrnes 


| Five 


NHL HITZ 20-03 


Dev : Midway Pub: Midway Players: 1-8 Hitz: And run Origin : San Bruno, CA 


For a game that strives to be an 


over-the-top take on the sport of 


hockey, NHL Hitz 20-03 manages to 
be a pretty decent simulation of the 
real game. In fact, with an option to 
play in a full-sized ring with a full 
complement of players, it might give 
the more traditional hockey games 
out there a run for their money. 

If you like your hockey fast and vio- 
lent (And let’s face it, who doesn’t?), Hitz 
will give you a fit of the mad happies. 
The controls are greasy-fast, and the 
action is non-stop in this three-on-three 
(plus goalies) score-a-thon. It’s also a 
beautiful game; player faces are mod- 
eled very well, and the motion-captured 
animations (especially the checks) are 
among the best we’ve seen. 

True to form, Midway has also includ- 
ed a host of options both zany and 
wacky, ranging from dragon and alien 
players to a variety of fanciful rinks in 
which to compete. There’s a bounty of 
old uniforms, characters, and arenas to 
unlock by accomplishing certain goals. 

But what really gives Hitz its legs is 
the wealth of gameplay options that 
make the single-player game worth 


® The fighting in Hitz is a blast, and the spec- 
tacular lighting effects just add to the already 
impressive graphics. 

playing for an extended period. The six 
mini-games are a cool diversion and the 
franchise mode is outstanding, allowing 
you to create a completely customized 
team and take it to the top. 

Ultimately, however—unless you 
have some pals to play with—Hitz will 
wear Out its welcome due to a lack of 
strategic depth. But, provided you didn’t 
buy last year’s version, this may prove a 
worthy addition to your Xbox library. 
Rob Smolka 
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MYST Ill: EXILE 


Dev : Presto Studios Pub : Ubisoft Players: 1 Crushing: Bore Origin: Encinitas, CA 


This third installment of the 

ever-boring Myst series was 
handed off to Presto Studios (The 
Journeyman Project), and the good 
news is that this time, many of the 
puzzles actually make logical sense. 
The bad news is everything else in 
Myst Ill: Exile is the same-old, same- 
old: the same static screens, decrepit 
point-and-click interface, crushingly 
slow pace, and confusing layout. 

Myst Ill throws back to a style of 

gameplay long since abandoned, with 
its only “innovation” consisting of a 360- 
degree panning “feature” that enables 
you to spin in place (and is just as nau- 
seating as it sounds). What’s worse, you 
actually need to spin in place, because 
the graphics (which, for the uninitiated, 
consist of very pretty, pre-rendered stills 
and a smattering of FMV) often make it 
completely unclear as to where it’s pos- 
sible to move and what it’s possible to 
interact with. As a result, it’s easy to get 
stumped—not because the puzzles are 
tough, but simply because you can’t find 
the puzzles or even tell they’re there. 
Other, more subtle problems just add to 
the misery: For example, one early 


® With millions upon millions of copies sold, the 
perplexingly popular Myst series will continue 
onward until the apocalypse. 
puzzle requires you to focus a 
viewscreen in order to find a clue, but if 
the exact point of crystal-clear focus 
was obvious on a PC monitor, it’s a 
sheer guessing game on a TV screen. 
Porting this game to Xbox has merely 
magnified its problems. The mouse- 
based interface has been adapted for 
use with a thumb stick, so precise 
“trolling” over the screen ranges from 
difficult to impossible. Just stay away. 
Jeff Lundrigan 


=> Four 


nHL 2003 


Dev: EA Sports Pub : EA Sports Players : 1 - 8 Stick : This in your Xbox Origin : Canada 


Convincing the same customer 
base to keep buying a new ver- 

sion of your sports games every year 
isn’t easy. And yet somehow, the cre- 
ative and marketing teams behind the 
NHL series manage to do it each year, 
adding just enough to improve each 
iteration of the game from the last. 

The good looks and smooth controls 
we’ve become accustomed to are on 
display once again. The gameplay is as 
tight as ever, with smarter players and 
plenty of options to tweak the game to 
your liking. The new deke moves look 
incredibly realistic and add to the game 
considerably, especially in multiplayer 
matchups. NHL 2003 holds plenty of 
new on-ice animations, and a great deal 
of time was committed to adding a more 
cinematic feel to the game. Crowd shots 
are commonplace and, for better or 
worse, replays feel like music videos. 

Defensive positioning is still a sore 
spot, but the CPU-controlled players will 
do their best to recover and thwart any 
open shot attempts. On offense, players 
deliver a definite feeling of organization 
and spatial awareness: The goalies react 
much more realistically, as they’re 


= Lord Stanley Cup brought you, the sweaty 
masses, hockey so you could enjoy surly and 
toothless men fighting on ice. 


neither sieves nor brick walls, making 
what feel like human errors. 

The Franchise mode rewards you 
with 10 seasons of consecutive play, 
complete with rookie drafts and free 
agency. There's just enough innovation 
here to warrant spending another 50 
Clams, but only if you're a die-hard fan 
of the series; if you didn't like NHL 
before, you're not going to be swayed 
by the 2003 version. 

Rob Smolka 
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JEDI KNIGHT 2: JEDI OUTCAST 


Dev : Raven Pub: Lucas Arts Players: 1-2 Storm: Tripper Origin : Madison, WI 


It’s not easy to avoid comparing 
| | every single Xbox first-person 
shooter to Halo. Excuse us: it’s 
impossible. But Star Wars Jedi Knight 
2: Jedi Outcast has one major factor 
which separates it from the rest of the 
field: the vaunted Star Wars license, 
replete with lightsabers and force 
powers. Let’s see Master Chief try to 
choke someone with his mind! 

Jedi Knight II is essentially a port of 
the PC game released earlier this 
year—itself a sequel to Jedi Knight, 
one of the greatest first-person shoot- 
ers ever on the PC, and sequel to the 
popular PC and PlayStation hit Dark 
Forces. In all of these games, you play 
as Kyle Katarn, a hardened mercenary 
and former operative for the hated 
Empire who learns the way of the Jedi 
while swashbuckling his way across a 
galaxy far, far away. 

If you played Dark Forces, you can 
expect a pretty similar style of game, 
with puzzle-based, labyrinthine levels 
and lots of baddies to deal with. You’ll 
have a slew of weapons and the afore- 
mentioned force powers to deal with 
said baddies, but above all, you’ll have 


SERIOUS SAM 


®& Kyle Katarn demonstrates the principle of 
overkill. A 6-year-old child with a water gun 
could defeat a regiment of Stormtroopers. 


the lightsaber. It’s a great weapon, use- 
ful for attacking and defending; sadly, 
controlling Kyle in lightsaber mode 
(which is in the third-person, not first 
like the rest of the game) is somewhat 
of a pain with the clunky Xbox pad. 
And that’s our only real complaint 
about the game. It’s otherwise well- 
written, entertaining, and fits nicely into 
the Star Wars universe. Solid stuff: 
George Lucas should be proud. 
Tom Price 


«> Seven 


Dev : Gotham Games Pub: Croteam Players : 1 - 4 (16 via system link) Serious : Slam Origin : Croatia 


On its original home on the PC, 

the Serious Sam series suc- 
ceeds as a riotous lark, a bargain- 
priced throwaway intended to 
recapture the dumb fun offered by 
simplistic games such as Doom and 
Wolfenstein 3D. \t's all about just 
blasting away at hordes of encroach- 
ing monsters, grabbing keys, and, 
well, not much else. 

Gotham has shoveled both bargain- 
bin Sam titles onto one $49.99 Xbox 
game, but it's not quite so funny on the 
shelf next to Halo. It might be a worthy 
diversion for dedicated first-person 
shooter fans seeking a humorous aside; 
the game feels eerily close to old-school 
romps like Doom and Duke Nukem 3D, 
and in this modern age of complex nar- 
ratives, creative objectives, and 
innovative level designs, this may just 
be too simple. Visually, Sam looks only 
decent, and slowdown creeps into play 
from time to time. You’ve seen better. 

The scatterbrained soundtrack’s all 
over the place. Sometimes the aural 
accompaniment is solid ’80s-inspired 
synth goodness, and other times, a 
drunk cat loose on a pipe organ. Also, 
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ii Serious Sam features a giant roster of levels, 
but most of them are damned repetitive. Bombs 
with smiley faces on them are funny, however. 


any comedic value Sam's one-liners 
offer expires after a few hours of play. 

The multiplayer experience fares 
better than the main game. Options are 
plentiful and some of the maps are pret- 
ty fun. It is odd, however, that the two- 
player split-screen mode doesn't take 
up the full screen. Instead, two large 
black bars crop the screen on the left 
and right sides. If this sounds like your 
kinda game, play it with the system link. 
Shane Bettenhausen 


«> Five 


CONFLICT: DESERT STORM 


Dev : SCI Games Pivotal Games Pub: Gotham Games Players: 1-4 Spreading: the love Origin: UK 


Direct from the pages of 

Norman Schwarzkopf’s diary 
comes a third-person combat title 
that places you smack in the middle 
of the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. 

And in case you were wondering: No, 
good taste was, apparently, not a con- 
sideration during the game’s conception. 

Over the course of 15 covert opera- 
tions, you command an American squad 
of four Special Forces commandos. 
Control of your team may either be 
handled by the player (you can select 
any team member at any time), or by 
game’s A.I. handle them through the use 
of tactical commands. With each 
successful mission, your team charac- 
ters earns medals, skills, and experience 
points that make them better soldiers for 
the next covert op. 

Although graphically adequate and 
fairly fun to play (the variety of ways to 
successfully implement strategies is 
impressive), Conflict does nothing to 
elevate itself above the current glut of 
squad-based tactical operation sims; 
its memorable moments come only after 
someone buys a plot of desert sand, if 
you catch our drift. The visuals are 


TOXIC GRIND 


®& “Sir, rocket suppository delivered, sir!” 


pleasant but plain, and the same can be 
said for the sound effects and jingoistic 
drum-based military march music. The 
controls are a bit herky-jerky at times, 
although auto aiming at targets and exe- 
cuting squad commands during heavy 
fire is easier than you might expect. 

But it’s safe to say that one day’s 
worth of overzealous, flag-waving mili- 
tary violence does not warrant a $50 
EVAC of currency from your wallet. 


Russell Garbutt 


=> Five 


Dev : Blue Shift Pub: THQ Players: 1-2 Toxic: Indeed Origin: Palo Alto, CA 


Dear, sweet, merciful heaven: 

We’re pretty sure that in the very 
near future, we’ll be using Toxic Grind 
to torture terrorists into revealing their 
most closely guarded secrets. Such is 
the game’s badness. 

Toxic Grina’s main selling point is the 
fact that it’s “the first BMX game with a 
story”—the hackneyed premise of which 
has a futuristic game show pulling its 
participants from the time stream due to 
a shortage of contestants in the present 
day—may have seemed good on paper. 
In fact, had the story been substantial in 
any way, we may have had the masoc- 
histic desire to actually plow through the 
whole experience. 

But painfully bad story aside, Toxic 
Grind’s real issue is in the game itself, 
which ranks among the worst we’ve 
ever come across. The overall experi- 
ence is as far from fun as the Earth is 
from Pluto. Landing tricks while nearly 
horizontal is almost commonplace, but 
sticking a ramp landing while only slight- 
ly skewed will almost always cause your 
rider to bail. An unresponsive and sloppy 
control scheme dominates; manuals are 
accomplished seemingly by pure 


WW Toxic Grind is good, except for the part where 
it’s totally not. The entire experience simply 
feels like it’s taking place underwater. 


chance—by tapping and then holding 
down on the D-pad or left analog stick, 
itself an utterly unintuitive and disruptive 
process that consistently ruins the flow 
of trick combos. 

The game has managed to cobble 
together a fairly interesting (albeit basic) 
aesthetic, and cinemas that manage the 
barest modicum of style, but for the 
most part Toxic Grind is truly that—toxic. 
It’s hazardous waste: Stay far, far away. 
Sam Bishop 


=> Two out of Ten 


BALDUR’S GATE: DARK ALLIANCE 


Dev : Snowblind Pub: Interplay Players: 1-2 Hack: Slash Origin: Bellevue, WA 


The hallowed tradition of 

dungeon crawling and monster 
smiting has found surprising new life 
in Baldur’s Gate: Dark Alliance. \It has 
absolutely nothing substantial to do 
with the somewhat snore-tacular PC- 
gaming enterprise, which spawned a 
disturbing number of click-heavy, 
slow-paced and dreary games. We 
grew up with consoles and hold no 
truck with dice-rolling shenanigans. 

Of course, that which is a strength 

can also become a detriment: The com- 
bat is exceptionally simplistic—tap, tap, 
tap to hack away at the enemies. 
There’s hardly any strategy here whatso- 
ever. The thing is—you won't care, 
because the difficulty is carefully bal- 


anced on a knife-edge of just right. Sure, 


you'll have to try several times before 
you succeed, but the reward feels 
sweeter when it’s hard-won. 

The game's graphics are great; so 
what if it’s a port of a year-old Play- 
Station 2 game? What really shines 
through here is the work of extremely 
talented artists, and the world of Dark 
Alliance is full of stately detail. Bone- 
strewn chambers, marble floors and 


DR. MUTO 


® While it’s no Phantasy Star Online, hacking up 
enemies with a friend is always rewarding—and 
an Xbox Live-equipped sequel would be nice... 


sparkling energies are but a few of the 
game’s subtly handled touches. Alliance 
is a bastion of traditional aesthetics 
backed by rich talent. 

Though it’s satisfying alone, what 
will sell you on this game is not its 
hackneyed non-story or its dime-a- 
dozen fantasy milieu. It’s the fact that 
you can play this game with a pal and 
enjoy violence together. And we ask the 
question: What’s sweeter than that? 
Bryce Lynch 
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Dev : Midway Pub: Midway Players:1 Gross: Out Origin: San Bruno, CA 


The 12-year-old who grossed 

out the lunch table by turning 
his eyelids inside out and eating 
boogers apparently got a hold of an 
Xbox development kit, and the result 
is Midway’s uninspired adventure, Dr. 
Muto. If you were that kid—or if you 
still are deep down—then Dr. Muto 
might appeal to you. Gross-out style 
low comedy is all it can bank on when 
you take all of this game’s design 
flaws into consideration. 

Players take the role of a mad scien- 
tist who must fetch an innumerable 
quantity of baubles to build a large, 
goofy-looking machine. The humor 
tries—and, of course, fails—to match 
what you might be found in Space 
Ghost Coast to Coast or Invader Zim. 
Simply, weak writing (why do platform- 
ers need writing?) and mundane 
graphics damn this title to mediocrity. 

The game's gimmick allows Muto to 
transform into a bevy of mutant beasts. 
Sadly, these transformational diversions 
are nowhere near as competently 
executed as the bits where he remains 
human. In fact, they feel tacked on and 
cumbersome at best. Without the 


® We can safely say the doctor is out and we 
prescribe abstinence from playing. 


gimmick, the game would be much 
improved; of course, without a gimmick, 
the game never would have been made. 

Now comes the obligatory paragraph 
where we talk about how much the 
camera sucks. Why is it that a review of 
any 3D platform game must contain this 
paragraph? You’re bored of reading 
about it and we’re sure as hell bored of 
having to experience it. Rent Muto if you 
must; otherwise, just pick your scabs. 
Bryce Lynch 
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TIGER WOODS PGA TOUR 2003 


Dev: EA Sports Pub: EA Sports Players: 1-4 Putt: Putt : Putt Release Origin : Redwood City, CA 


The sport of golf had always 

been looked upon as a boring, 
rich man’s game until Tiger Woods 
came along. Serious golf videogames 
have also had the boring label 
attached to them, until Woods fixed 
that, too. The game that bears his 
name is a combination of simulation 
and entertaining diversion, and also 
one of the finest golf games around. 

Learning how to play is incredibly 
easy, but there’s plenty of room for the 
serious player to perfect his game. 
Taking the time to go through the open- 
ing tutorial will teach you the basics, but 
only continued play will have you pitch- 
ing and putting like Woods. 

The player models, especially 
Woods’, are impressively animated, and 
seeing the ocean spray at Pebble Beach 
is Suitably breathtaking. All of the cours- 
es have been faithfully recreated, while 
the special effects are plentiful and, well, 
quite special. Hit a solid drive and the 
game rewards you with a cool anima- 
tion. Follow with a great approach shot 
and you'll go into the zone, hearing the 
sound of your heartbeat as the controller 
vibrates madly. 


ROCHY 
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® On another perfect day, young Tiger Woods 
takes the golf ball to school and deposits it 
squarely on the green. 


There are scenarios and challenges 
to complete, bonuses to earn, mini- 
games to try, and you can even build 
your own custom 18 by combining 
various holes from all the available 
courses. Whenever you do something 
well, you’ll earn money to upgrade your 
equipment or unlock a new golfer or 
course. Even if you never play a full 18 
or compete in a tournament, you’ll get 
your money’s worth from this one. 
Rob Smolka 


ao Eight 


Dev : Rage Pub: Ubi Soft Players: 1-2 Rocky : Eye of the License Origin: UK 


Intestinal distress be damned. 

Eating lightning and crapping 
thunder has never been so immensely 
appealing as it is under the watchful 
eye of British developer Rage. Under 
normal conditions, we’d be puking 
blood at the thought the venerable 
Rocky film license as done by this 
mediocre purveyor of junkware, but it 
seems our faith in the inherent good- 
ness of the universe has paid off. To 
wit: Rocky does not suck. 

Rage has perfectly captured the fla- 
vor of the boxing in the Rocky films, and 
by this we mean there is no pugilism to 
be found. Bouts are all-out slugfests 
laden with wild haymakers, powerful 
uppercuts, and zero defense. (Defense, 
as shown by the plucky-but-doomed 
Apollo Creed, is a death sentence in the 
Rocky films.) Simple mathematics domi- 
nates here: more punches landed in a 
shorter amount of time equals victory. 

A dandy Movie mode allows players 
to take the brawler Rocky through the 
events of the films, from his first bout 
with goon Spider Rico to his last fistfest 
with Tommy Gunn, with plenty of meat- 
ball fighters thrown in to pad things out. 


& In a surprise move, Hannibal and Face-Man 
slipped B.A. Baracus a Mickey in the fourth 
round and Rocky won the fight. 


Minigame training sessions allow Rock 
to boost his skills, but as they’re mostly 
simple repetition challenges, they’re 
eminently skippable. Fights are fast and 
fun, though slightly tuned for a button- 
masher’s sensibilities in single-player 
mode. If the game is more style than 
substance, well, that can certainly be 
forgiven in light of the fact that Rocky’s 
hair gets progressively larger and more 
absurd as the game goes on. Well done. 
Greg Orlando 
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FIFA SOCCER 2003 


Dev: EA Sports Pub: EA Sports Players: 1-4 Soccer? : | didn’t even know her Origin : Redwood City, CA 


If you’ve already spent your $50 

on one of the lousy soccer titles 
on the shelves this year, you might 
miss out on one of the better efforts 
EA has put forth so far in its FIFA fran- 
chise. Marred only by a lack of depth 
off the field, FIFA Soccer 2003 boasts 
new A.I. for both players and goalies, 
improved team management, and 
some great new gameplay changes 
that make controlling the ball tougher, 
with set pieces and challenges 
becoming significantly more realistic. 

Perhaps the most exciting alteration 
in gameplay is a ball that’s no longer 
glued to your boot. At full sprint, both 
dribbling and passing become touchier, 
and shots tend to get away from you 
more often than when the ball is settled. 
Thanks to a host of new motion-capture 
animations and improved computer 
play, a lot more can happen on 50/50 
challenges, including players getting 
muscled off the ball and some interest- 
ing new collisions. 

EA has also breathed life into the 
pace of matches. Down by a goal in 
injury time, the CPU will play much more 
aggressively and with greater abandon. 


& Ball control is very important in soccer, and 
FIFA’s players will have a challenge on their 
hands when trying to dribble. 


Thankfully, FIFA offers an expanded set 
of offensive and defensive tactics, so 
you'll be prepared for injury time. 

But get ready to learn all of these 
changes on the fly; with no training 
mode to speak of, you might be playing 
against DC Intramural for a while. And 
your friends better have wheels, 
because FIFA’s not going Live just yet. 
Add that and a couple more leagues, 
and hopefully you'll get FIFA 2004. 

Eric Werner 
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METAL DUNGEON 


Dev : Panther Pub : Xicat Interactive Players: 1 RPG: DOA Origin: Japan 


The Xbox isn't exactly brimming 

with RPGs, but games like this 
don't help. It's not that Metal 
Dungeon is terrible, per se, it's just 
there's little in the way of originality 
or fun to be had with a game that 
amounts to nothing more than a 
kiddie-pool shallow RPG with some 
slightly offbeat machine/monster 
amalgamations. 

Let's try this another way: Metal 
Dungeon is Diablo without the story, 
characters to converse or interact with, 
variety in graphics or, well, fun. It's just 
a tired, slow trudge through 10 levels of 
a dungeon you really have no motiva- 
tion to enter in the first place. Sure, the 
lookalike dungeon levels might be 
flashy at first with their DOOM II/-esque 
metallic grime, but the illusion of ocular 
pizzazz quickly fades. 

To top it all off, the bulk of your expe- 
rience is played out through a real-time 
combat engine that's horrendously 
busted. You don't actually control any of 
the party members outright; rather, the 
imbecilic A.|. handles the task unless 
you wrestle control away—and even 
then you can only issue one order at a 


€ 108 XBN 


i Things were all over for our heroes when 
Stinkorr The Odiferous raised his arms. 


time—which means at least three of 
your party members will still act on their 
own, no matter how hard you try to 
control everything. 

There are elements here that hard- 
core RPG nuts might find interesting: 
leveling up, 10 different character 
Classes (five are actually gleaned from 
raising fallen warriors from the dungeon 
itself), but they're all wasted on a dun- 
geon crawl that's precisely that: a crawl. 
Bryce Lynch 
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BLOOD RAYNE 


Dev : Terminal Reality Pub : Majesco : Players: 1 Vampires : Suck it down! Origin : Dallas, TX 


On the spicy meatball scale, 

young half-vampire half-human 
Rayne, star of BloodRayne, clocks in 
at a respectable “Mamma mia!” Her 
tightly packaged buttocks and domi- 
natrix-style leather outfit beckon 
loudly to impressionable young males 
and her message is simply, “Come 
hither. And bring some cash.” 

Rayne has been designed by sexi- 
ness experts and dropped into a game 
that features all the erotic appeal of 
Rosie O’Donnell scarfing down 
Canadian ham at an all-you-can-eat buf- 
fet. Straightforward slice-‘em-up action 
combined with basic “find A to unlock 
B” puzzles fuel her eponymous and mul- 
tiplatform game. Rayne kills zombies. 
She slices up spider-thingees. She dis- 
members Nazis by the battalion. She 
reminds you, with every step and every 
slurp of blood from an enemy’s jugular, 
that sometimes it’s better to date an ugly 
girl with personality than a beauty queen 
who's deep as a dime. 

Terminal Reality tosses in some neat 
touches to bolster gameplay, and these 
help to redeem the title. After appropri- 
ate amounts of slaughter, Rayne can go 


® One of BloodRayne’s modes allows Ms. 
Rayne to track her objective and discover the 
vitality of her foes. 


into berserker mode in which she 
speeds up and time slows to a crawl, 
allowing her to tear into a horde of ene- 
mies like a white-hot knife through 
butter. A secondary mode slows the 
game and its protagonist, so Rayne can 
track and dodge a hail of gunfire. 
BloodRayne neither sucks nor bites, 
but neither does it strike with the force 
of a stake through the heart. We wanted 
blood. Instead, we got ketchup. 
Greg Orlando 
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DEATHROW 


Dev : Southend Pub : Ubi Soft Players : 1-4 Deathrow : What a brother know Origin: Sweden 


No, this isn’t secretly a Genesis 

game from the mists of 1992. 
While the ludicrous scenario—a men- 
acing cyberfuture where trained 
killers meet on the sports battlefield, 
all of it televised—is trite, laughable, 


and about 10 years out of date, what’s 


actually here is an entertaining action 
game that uses sports as an excuse 
to let you tear up your pals. 

It’s obvious that the people who 
made this game weren't inspired by 
Madden; if anything, maybe Blades of 
Stee/ for the NES. There’s no veracity, 
simulation or tactics—you just have to 
try and grab a flying disc and chuck it at 
the goal. You can beat on the other 
team, and this fast-paced mixture of 
fighting and sport blends into an 
impressively amusing mix. 

The game’s control is simple—when 
you’re playing in the “sports view”, any- 
way. It’s less visually arresting but highly 
preferable to the “action view,” which 
makes the game control like an FPS. 
Deathrow’s not deep—tactics consist of 
running around a lot and throwing at the 
goal as often as possible—but the pace 
is quick and the control responsive. 


i In a dystopian future, face-kicking sports will 
gain popularity, and cars will drive human beings. 


Beating on other contenders is a must, 
and with a handy, transparent lock-on 
system, it’s not at all cumbersome. 

If you can embrace the cheesy 
theme (or even just work past it), this is 
the kind of game you'll enjoy during a 
drunken get-together. While the one 
player game—even with tournament- 
style play available—dries out fast, 
you'll want to whip this one out for a 
multiplayer massacre or two. 

Bryce Lynch 
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BLACKSTONE: MAGIC AND STEEL 


Dev : Xpec. Inc. Pub: Xicat Players: 1-4 Stone: Cold Gauntlet Origin : Taiwan 


Some games are born from 

great ideas. Black Stone: Magic 
and Stee/ seems to have sprung up 
from the sharp minds of bored high 
school students who probably spent 
too much time playing Gauntlet. 

If you haven't run the Gauntlet, 
Black Stone’s simply an arcade-y dun- 
geon crawl with gaggles of monsters 
to fight and treasures to find. You can 
play it with pals or go it alone. Of 
course, since the game throws scads 
of enemies at you at distressingly brief 
intervals, taking on the hordes by your 
lonesome isn’t really a viable option. 

The game’s dungeons aren’t drab, 
but that doesn’t mean they look good. 
Not-so-creative choices like, well, 
dank, if colorful, catacombs, populated 
only by generic fantasy monsters (Ooh, 
it’s an orc with a sword!) appear 
throughout, accompanied by the sort 
of moronically thumping music you’d 
hear in the background of the rave 
episode of Beverly Hills 90210. 

Worse, the game controls poorly. If 
you attack, you’re committed to it, 
since the game makes sure you com- 
plete every blasted frame of combo 


®@ Wizard needs food, badly. And you need to 
consider saving your money ... 


animation before you can do anything 
else. There are special weapons and 
spells, but with no menus you can’t 
pick and choose. You won’t find a 
speck of strategy besides assailing the 
generators that pump out the endless 
hordes of monsters. 

If you want to go dungeon crawling, 
check out Ba/dur’s Gate. You might have 
to take turns, but your friends won’t 
mind, knowing they've avoided this. 
Bryce Lynch 
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TOTAL IMMERSION RACING 


Dev : Razorworks Pub: Empire Interactive Players: 1 Immerse: Yourself Origin : UK 


A treat for race nerds, Total 
Immersion Racng is based on 

car racing like they do it at Le Mans, 
or in the American Le Mans Series: 
three different classes of cars com- 
pete at once on hairy, turn-infested 
courses. For our money, it rivals 
NASCAR or F1 for unadulterated 
excitement, so it’s actually quite cool 
to see a game based on the sport. 

Career mode starts you in a GT. As 
you advance, you get offers to test for 
better rides. Perform well enough, and 
you'll get a seat for the next season. 
The A.I. is very good; the cars are 
driven as real humans would, and the 
game tracks the emotions of each of 
them. Knock someone off the track 
and he'll hold a grudge—possibly 
returning the favor several races later. 

Control is solid—you basically need 
to find the “edge” of your breaking/grip 
envelope and stay there at all times— 
and all the cars and classes handle 
quite differently. Gearheads can fiddle 
with most of the cars’ settings as well. 

Unfortunately, there are only a few 
tracks (eight, with four variations) to 
race on; while fans will appreciate the 


®@ The sense of speed is weak in a GT, but gets 
progressively better as you move up the ranks. 


faithful renditions of classic Euro cir- 
cuits such as Silverstone, Hockenheim, 
and Monza, having more to choose 
from, as always, would have been bet- 
ter. The graphics are nice, as you’d 
expect on Xbox, but not spectacular, 
and there’s also no damage modeling. 
Sound leaves a lot to be desired, too: 
for a while we thought you didn’t leave 
skid marks (you do), because there is 
no aural clue when you lose grip. 
Hiroki Yamasaki 
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Dev : Ubi Soft Pub : Ubi Soft Players: 1-4 Everybody Loves : Rayman Origin : France 


Rayman may not be the world’s 

most well-loved or popular 
character, but he’s certainly prolific. 
Ubi Soft has churned out a pile of 
Rayman platformers over the past 
few years for virtually every console, 
and the invisible-limbed protagonist 
makes his Xbox debut in Rayman 
Arena, a party game that lets up to 
four players race against one another 
in 12 intricate platform levels, or duke 
it out in 12 battle zones. 

Rayman Arena’s appeal is clearly its 
multiplayer action; as with games such 
as Mario Kart 64, beating a computer 
opponent doesn’t hold a candle to 
edging out your partially inebriated 
buddies. And racing through 3D plat- 
form levels—with chasms to swing 
over and walls to scale—is a great 
departure from the standard racing- 
game tracks. 

Unfortunately, despite its fluid 
graphics, well-designed levels, and fun 
gameplay, Rayman Arena simply isn’t 
deep. Once you’ve played through the 
game's 24 levels and learned their 
shortcuts and hideaways, there’s not 
much to do. The lack of Live support 


WHACHED! 


@ Here, Rayman debates whether to engage in 
a meaningful social dialogue, or just to bounce 
on the bad guy’s head. 


also hurts, since online play could have 
extended the game’s shelf life. 
What’s more, the game lacks the 
sense of speed that made Mario Kart 
such a thrill; at times the characters 
plod through levels as though they’re 
slogging through chilled molasses. 
Rayman Arena’s definitely worth a 
rental for a weekend beer bash, but 
probably doesn’t merit a spot in your 
personal collection. 
Dan DiGiacomo 
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Dev : Presto Studios Pub: Microsoft Players: 1-4 Whacked! : Beaten Down Origin : Encinitas, CA 


For all those who have ever 

wanted to punch game-show 
host Bob Barker in the mush, we give 
you the Xbox Live compatible party 
game Whacked! Take it please, and 
understand there are absolutely, pos- 
itively, no returns. 

“Game show gone wrong” is how 
the clever box copy describes 
Whacked!; no truer words have ever 
been written or spoken, and never will 
be in the history of mankind. Players 
choose one of seven wacky charac- 
ters, enter a series of scaled-down 
worlds, and righteously smite each 
other. There are some intriguing modes 
of play, but it’s unfortunate that they’re 
contained in the lackluster effort that is 
this woeful game. 

A single-player mode allows players 
to whiz through stupid challenges 
requiring much chicken killing and star 
collection. Doing this unlocks new stuff 
and little comedic animation shorts 
lacking only comedy. Beat this if you 
must, but we advise you that stamp 
collecting, or even air whittling will pay 
more substantial dividends. 

Multiplayer action holds the game’s 


® Fun Fact: All of the characters in Whacked! 
are modeled after the Seven Deadly Sins. This 
guy, we think, is bad gameplay personified. 


great appeal. Sadly, developer Presto 
Studios opted to go overboard with the 
explosions, smoke effects, and sheer 
calamity, to the point that it’s genuinely 
hard to tell what’s going on. Weapons 
are, for the most part, just what you’d 
expect if you enlisted a businessman 
to create “wacky” implements of 
death. There’s a bat. There’s an ax. 
There are exploding chickens and toilet 
plunger missiles. Whacked!, indeed. 
Greg Oriando 
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_ Air Force Delta Storm 

Agressive Inline 
All-Star Baseball 2003 

| Amped: Snowboarding 

Arctic Thunder 

Azurik: Rise of Perathia 

Batman: Vengeance 

_ Blood Omen II 

Blood Wake 

Bruce Lee 

Buffy the Vampire Slayer 

Burnout 

Cel Damage 

Chase 

Circus Maximus 

Crash Bandicoot 

_ Crazy Taxi 3: High Roller 

_ Dark Summit 

Dave Mirra’s BMX 2 

David Beckham Soccer 
Dead or Alive 3 

| Dead to Rights 

Dynasty Warriors 3 

Elder Scrolls 3: Morrowind 

Enclave 

_. ESPN MLS Extra Time 2002 
_ ESPN NFL Primetime 

ESPN NBA 2 NIGHT 

ESPN Snowboarding 

_ FIFA World Cup 2002 

Fuzion Frenzy 

Gauntlet: Dark Legacy 

Genma Onimusha 

Gun Metal 

GunValkyrie 

Halo 

Hunter: The Reckoning 

James Bond: AUF 

_ Jedi Starfigher 

_ Jet Set Radio Future 

Kabuki Warriors 

Kelly Slater’s Pro Surfer 
Knockout Kings 2002 

__ Legends of Wrestling 
_Mad Dash Racing 
_ Madden NFL 2002 

Madden NFL 2003 

Marvel vs. Capcom 2 


Matt Hoffman’s Pro BMX 2 | 


_ Dev: Konami Pub: Konami 


Dev: Z-Axis Pub: AKA Acclaim 
Dev: Acclaim Pub: Acclaim 
Dev: Microsoft Pub: Microsoft 


Dev: IP Pub: Midway 


| Dev: Adrenium Games Pub: Microsoft 


_ Dev: Ubi Soft Montreal Pub: Ubi Soft 


Dev: Terminal Reality Pub: Majesco 
Dev: Stormfront Pub: Microsoft 


Dev: Ronin Pub:Universal Interactive 


: Dev: The Collective Pub: EA 


Dev: Criterion Pub: Acclaim 


Dev: Psuedo Interactive Pub: EA Games. 


Dev: l-Imagine Pub: Bam 

Dev: Kodiak Pub: Encore 

Dev: Traveller’s Tales Pub: Universal 
Dev: Sega Pub: Acclaim 

Dev: Radical Entertainment Pub: THQ 


. Dev: Z-Axis Pub: Acclaim 
- Dev: Rage Pub: Majesco 


Dev: Team Ninja Pub: Tecmo 
Dev: Namco Pub: Namco 

Dev: Koei Pub: Koei 

Dev/Pub: Bethesda Softworks 
Dev: Starbreeze Pub: Conspiracy 
Dev: Konami Pub: Konami 

Dev: Konami Pub: Konami 


Dev: Konami Pub: Konami 


_ Dev: Konami Pub: Konami 


Dev: EA Sports Pub: Electronic Arts 
Dev: Blitz Games Pub: Microsoft 
Dev: Midway Pub: Midway 

Dev: Capcom Pub: Capcom 

Dev: Acclaim Pub: Acclaim 

Dev: Smilebit Pub: Sega 

Dev: Bungie Pub: Microsoft 


_ Dev: Digital Mayhem Pub: Interplay 
| Dev: EA Pub: EA 


Dev: Secret Level Pub: LucasArts 
Dev: Smilebit Pub: Sega 

Dev: Lightweight Pub: Crave 

Dev: Treyarch Pub: Activision 
Dev: Bick Ops Pub: EA 

Dev: Acclaim Pub: Acclaim 

Dev: Crystal Dynamics Pub: Eidos 
Dev: EA Sports Pub: EA Sports 
Dev: EA Sports Pub: EA Sports 


Dev: Capcom Pub: Capcom 


- Dev: Rainbow Studios Pub: Activision 


Offers a briefly enjoyable 360-degree shooter experience. 


It’s a competent THPS clone with a few nifty twists to set it apart from the pack. 
All-Star Baseball \acks all the simple things that make great baseball games. __ 


Amped for a somwhat mediocre snowboarding sim? This is it. 
It’s got everything from the arcade game, including the rough graphics. 
Clearly rushed. Despite some interesting concepts, a very poor game. 


One of the more satisfying Batman games, which, granted isn’t that impressive. 
Want a cold, ruthless, bloodthirsty antihero to keep you busy? Kain fits the bill. 


Twisted Metal on water, but not nearly as good. 
Bruce Lee deserves better than the bug-riddled fighter Quest of the Dragon. 
Remarkably fun to play and pretty to look at. Surprisingly good. 

Burnout is a solid competitor. It’s fast, fun, and oddly addictive. 

Cool concept, but it gets real old, real fast. 

A competent effort and reasonably enjoyable, overall very little stands out. 
Tracks are fun(ish), graphics are good(ish), adn controls are responsiv(ish). 
Who is this Crash Bandicoot and what’s with this mediocre platformer? 

Not necessarily a bad thing, but it plays almost identically to the original. 
Extreme sports + extreme combat = extreme stretch. 

Endless combos and more riders make for some good times, but still average. 
As mind-numbing as Donny Osmond’s autobiography. 

Far from the best fighter ever made...despite what its developer may claim. 


Its biggest flaw is lack of charisma, reflected in nearly every facet of the game. 


Provides 110 percent of the USDA allowance of Vitamin Killitude. 

Hundreds of hours of gameplay and ultimate replay value. 

Beneath pixel-shaded graphics, we find only a trace of game worth playing. 
An exercise in extreme frustration. 

Those in search of a great football game should look elsewhere. Blech. 

It’s got all the requisite play modes, but 2 Night falls short. 

Strongest point is the realistic portrayal of tricks, but there are better options. 
While it may not be the deepest soccer game around, FIFA is just plain fun. 

45 games designed for multiplayer, which is where (limited) fun is to be had. 
Upholding tradition as a hectic, kill-’em-all game with more magic than muck. 
Great, aside from the inherent control issues. 

The title best describes the taste left in one’s mouth after playing it. 

Proves it takes more than cool characters and flash to make a great game. 
The best Xbox game available, and one of the finest games ever made. 
Despite rough edges, it’s an early contender for dark horse of the year. 


May be enough to satisfy serious fans, but others will balk at shallow gameplay. 


Weighs in a tad too light, but still worth taking for a spin. 

Provides a beautiful escape from violent realism. Joyful. 

Ridiculous. Bad. Sloppy. Kabuki. 

A reasonable, realistic surfing game-that ends up not being very compelling. 
The idea of a boxing simulation is shattered with this year’s go-round. 

This is as good as wrestling gets on the Xbox. 

Like pain, but worse. 

Simply not as fun as its more joypad-friendly competition (Fever and NFL 2K2). 
Electronic Arts ups the ante with its finest Madden in years. 

A stale and astoundingly pixelated port of a 2-year-old Dreamcast game. 
Besides the painfully slow process of opening new levels, a solid game. 
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Max Payne Dev: Remedy Pub: Rockstar Flawed in more ways than one, but still one hell of a ride. 8 
Mike Tyson Boxing _ Dev: Atomic Planet Pub: Codemasters | A lukewarm boxing title with nary a hint of Tyson’s true presence. 4 
: MLB Slugfest 20-03 | Dev: Midway Pub: Midway Promising, but after a number of plays, will drive you to the brink of insanity. 5 
_ Moto GP | Dev: Climax Pub: THQ Potential to satisfy both gear-heads and a good chunk of wannabe bikers alike.| 8 
Munch’s Oddysee | Dev: Oddworld Pub: Microsoft Odd and repetitive, but ultimately satisfying. 8 
MX 2002 Feat. Ricky C. | Dev: Pacific Coast Pub: THQ Enhanced visuals, expanded multiplayer modes, but still mediocre. 6 
NASCAR Heat Dev: MGI Pub: Infogrames NASCAR fiends should check this out immediately, others shouldn't. 5 
NASCAR Thunder 2002 Dev: EA Pub: EA Competent but uninspired. 5 
NBA Inside Drive | Dev: High Voltage Pub: Microsoft _ Easily the most polished hoop game ever made, but still second-rate. | 6 
NBA Live 2002 Dev: EA Canada Pub: EA Sports The “finest” hoop game available...aside from NBA 2K2. | —=8 
NBA 2K2 | Dev: Visual Concepts Pub: Sega The finest basketball game we’ve played. 9 
NCAA 2K3 Dev: Visual Concepts Pub: Sega Worth checking out, but NCAA 2003 offers more bang for the buck. 7 
NCAA Football 2003 Dev: EA Sports Pub: EA Players Perhaps the finest college football game ever made. 8 
New Legends Dev: Infinite Machine Pub: THQ Uninspired backgrounds, bland water effects, skin-crawling collision detection. 5 
NFL Blitz 20-02 Dev: Midway Pub: Midway _ Breaks tradition in that it’s not last year’s model with graphical improvements. rj 
NFL Blitz 20-03 Dev: Midway Pub: Midway Same damn thing with slightly better graphics. 
NFL Fever Dev: IP Pub: Midway _ It’s got everything from the arcade game, including the rough graphics and game. 
NFL Fever 2003 Dev: Microsoft Pub: Microsoft Plays realistically while maintaining a tight flow, and it looks very nice. 
NFL 2K2 Dev: Visual Concepts Pub: Sega Better than Madden. 
NFL 2K3 Dev: Visual Concepts Pub: Sega Pure pigskin joy; from ESPN-sponsored presentation to flawless gameplay. 
| NHL Hitz 2002 Dev: Black Box Pub: Midway Fast-paced play that simulates hockey without recreating it. 
_NHL 2002 Dev: EA Canada Pub: EA Sports This rides the line well between simulation and arcade deftly. 
| Nightcaster Dev: VR1 Pub: Microsoft Cast a spell of forgetfulness on this one. 
Outlaw Golf Dev: Hypnotix Pub: Simon & Schuster | Truly, this was the way golf was meant to be played. With strippers. 
Prisoner of War Dev: Wide Games Pub: Codemasters Remains a satisfying (if difficult) challenge for brains and reflexes. 
Project Gotham Racing Dev: Bizarre Creations Pub: Microsoft | Beautiful bastard child of simulation and arcade. 
Rallisport Challenge Dev: Digital Illusions Pub: Microsoft | What begins as a lesson in patience eventually leads to something better: pride. 
_Redcard Soccer 20-03 Dev: Acclaim Pub: Acclaim An entertaining weekend diversion, not much else. 
Robotech: Battlecry Dev: Vicious Cycle Pub: TDK _ Delivers plenty of nostalgia, but that only gets you so far. 
Sega GT 2002 Dev: WOW Entertainment Pub: Sega Well-designed and playable, with a fair learning curve and gorgeous visuals. 
| Sega Soccer Slam Dev: Black Box Pub: Sega Not Sega’s finest moment. A shallow, arcadey soccer game with an attitude. 
Shrek Dev: Dice Pub: Dreamworks It has its moments, but our score was very generous. 
a5 Silent Hill 2 Dev: Konami Pub: Konami ' Obscure puzzles and some epic plodding a/most obscured by a twisty plot. 


| Simpsons Road Rage Dev: Radical Pub: EA 
| Smashing Drive Dev: Galeco SA Pub: Namco 
Spider-Man Dev: Treyarch Pub: Activision 
Splashdown Dev: Rainbow Studios Pub: Infogrames 


Lacks any rage whatsoever. And it also lacks fun. 

For all its frustrations, it can still be beaten in a few hours. 
Spider-Man really does whatever a spider can. And that’s quite a feat. 
Repetitive at times, but enjoyable nonetheless. 


| Spy Hunter Dev: Point of View Pub: Midway There are some nice features, but it’s simply not enough. 
SSX Tricky Dev: EA Canada Pub: EA ' Anear-classic, and one of the most addictive games we’ve ever played. 
_ Star Wars Obi-Wan Dev: LucasArts Pub: LucasArts Missing: Anything that vaguely resembles quality and/or fun. 


. | Star Wars: Starfighter Dev: Secret Level Pub: LucasArts 

_ Taz: Wanted Dev: Blitz Games Pub: Infogrames 

| Terminator: Dawn of Fate | Dev: Paradigm Ent. Pub: Infogrames 
__ Test Drive Off-Road Dev: Angel Studios Pub: Infogrames 

| Dev: Radical Entertainment Pub: THQ 
Dev: Neversoft/Treyarch Pub: Activision 
Dev: Treyarch Pub: Activision 
Dev: Free Radical Pub: Eidos 

Dev: Rage Software Pub: Majesco | 
Dev: Atari/Angel Studio Pub: Infograme : 
Triple Play 2002 Dev: EA Sports Pub: EA Sports : 
UFC Tapout | Dev: Dream Factory Pub: Crave 
Wreckless Dev: Bunkasha Pub: Activision 
WWF Raw Dev: Anchor Pub: THQ 
World Series Baseball | Dev: Blue Shift/VC Pub: Sega 
4X4 Evolution _ Dev: Terminal Reality Pub: God Games | 


Action’s fast, graphics are okay, enemies are many, but there’s very little challenge. 
Simple Saturday morning fun with puzzle-solving elements. | 
Did anyone actually play this before shoving it out the door? 

It’s visually impressive, but the game? Stale like hard bread. 

Rather uneventful remix of the most popular game of all time. 

Do yourself a favor and play this with Controller S rather than the Xbox pad. 
Quantum leap? No. Fun as hell? Natch. 


One of the finest shooters since the seminal Golden Eye. 

Totally sluggish, buggy, and frustrating. Totally. 

Lacks the blissful control and perfectly-realized feel of SSX and THPS3. 

Can't hold a candle to World Series Baseball. 

Better than the original UFC on the Dreamcast, but not by much. 

_ Though frustrating at times, it’s still loads of fun. 

Work-in-progress that doesn’t provide as much meat as it does flash. 

If realism is the ultimate goal of the game maker, then this is the Mona Lisa. 
Evolution gone horribly awry. : : . 


TROTMOWAHAWBADWADAANNUGAGANNWARWOANWOTGTAANNA WHO OKO DW 


With Metal Gear Solid 2: Substance and 
the interactive documentary, The 
“uaa Document of Metal Gear, on shelves, 

box Nation thought it would be a good time to 
talk with series creator Hideo Kojima. Amid the 
chaos, confusion, and sweltering heat of this 
year’s Tokyo Game Show, we sat down with 
Kojima and put him over the coals to see how he 
felt about the new generation of stealth games, 
videogame movies, extramarital affairs, 
elementary school girls, and his childhood. 


Xbox Nation: Now that you’re revisiting Metal Gear 
Solid 2 to do the director’s cut, what outside 
influences have affected your growth and ideas? 


Hideo Kojima: | wasn’t away from MGS2 for any 
particularly lengthy amount of time, because as soon 
as | was done with the U.S. version, | had to work on 
the Japanese version and then the European version. 
So there was no time to keep myself away from the 
project at all. | was thinking of ways to come up with 
interesting things to go into MGS2. Ideas that are not 
restricted by the Sons of Liberty story. 


XBN: The Metal Gear series both pioneered and 
defined the stealth-action genre. Now that games 
such as Splinter Cell, Tenchu 3, and the recently 
announced Starcraft: Ghost are picking MGS2’s 


baton and running with it, how do you feel they 
stack up? Does the competition inspire you 
in any way? 


Kojima: |’ve seen a lot of interesting things in other 
stealth games. For example, when we saw Splinter 
Cel/ at E3, there was one thing that we always wanted 
to include in Metal Gear Solid that we didn’t, and that 
is the ability to open a door halfway and [go] sneaking 
in. We thought that would slow the pace down and 
that it wouldn’t work and didn’t include it in MGS. But 
then we saw it done in Splinter Cell, and we thought, 
“Ah, they’ve done that really well.” Another thing we 
think is good is the cyber-scope [the all-in-one 


There’s a big priority on not being seen and yet taking 
all of the enemies out. In MGS, if you’re not seen, you 
don’t have to fight them at all; it’s a very difficult 
approach, and | haven’t seen our approach in any 
other games at all. 


XBN: One interesting thing about Kojima-directed _ 
games is the incredible attention to detail. You can 
even watch ice cubes melt in MGS2 should you so 
desire. What’s the motivation behind this? Is it to 
immerse the gamer in a world, or to train the 
player to investigate every possible situation? 


Kojima: It goes both ways. The player knows to think 


You know, if someone says, “I have this idea” 


and it’s cool, we do it. 


headset that Splinter Cell’s Sam Fisher wears 
featuring thermal, infrared, and other optic 
enhancements] and all the little working parts 
coming out of it. 

There are some major differences between those 
other stealth games and our stealth games. In MGS 
you want to avoid being seen and avoid battles. 
That’s one major difference there. In those other 
games, when you’re seen, it becomes very difficult. 


that he’s in this realistic world, so that’s one reason. 
That’s something you can do in a movie—make 
everything look real. But this is not a movie, this is a 
game, and in the game and you get responses— 
reactions for what you do. This is what makes a game 
different than a movie, and that’s what makes a game 
fun. That’s why we throw these things in, so that 
when you do something, you get a response. 

For example, you can take a look at the cooling 
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spray, even after the last time you have a use for it. 
But then you look up and see bugs flying, and you 
say, “What happens if | try this on the bugs?” And 

you try it, and the bugs fall. You know, you get 

a reaction. 


XBN: We didn’t know you could spray the bugs. 


Kojima: You can. And then you see the flames and 
the fire burning, and you try the cooling spray there, 
and it works. This is the kind of enjoyment you get 
when you try things that you really don’t have to do in 
the game, but you still get a reaction and it’s fun. 
That’s why | throw these things in the game. 


XBN: |s that also why you'll occasionally see little 
jokes in the game? Like finding the Vulcan Raven 
figure in the beginning of MGS2, shooting an 
endless stream of pellets. Is this just to remind 
everyone that it’s just a game? 


Kojima: | throw these things in for three purposes. 
One of these things is freedom—you’re allowed to do 
a lot of things. The second thing is | want the player 
to try a lot of things. If they find one thing, chances 
are they'll try to look for others. Finally, | try to throw 
in these little jokes for humor. In stealth games, you’re 
always under great pressure and stress, and you have 
to be released to relax every now and then. 


XBN: Between Solid 2 and Substance, you’ve been 
working on essentially the same game for three- 
and-a-half years now. You’ve mentioned that 
although the series may continue, it would 


worked on Metal Gear Solid 2 myself. 

Obviously, after | finished MGS2, | said that | 
wasn't going to work on another Metal Gear game, 
not after that, no way. | actually tried to work on the 
design side of WGS3 and tried to hand it off to 
someone else, but it doesn’t seem to work. That’s 
why I...1 want to be very innovative and try to throw in 
a lot of new elements in the gameplay. MGS3 is very 
high-tech, and I'll be directing it myself. 


XBN: It seems like it’s getting harder and harder to 
bring innovation to videogames these days. How 
important is it to you to innovate with every new 
game you work on? Do you insist on trying to 
think of things that no one else has, or do you 
look to other games to give you ideas? 


Kojima: When | work on a game plan, | try and stay 
away from other games. | research other games to 
see expression, how they visually show stuff, but not 
gameplay. | try to stay away from that. I’m a game 
designer, and what I’m proud of myself for is how | 
direct my games. So | try to be as original as 
possible. | want to do things that no one else has 
done. That’s why | stay away from other games. 


XBN: Shifting gears for a second, it seems like 
everyone is making movies that aren’t very good, 
based on games with premises that aren’t 
particularly strong to begin with. Games such as 
House of the Dead, Tomb Raider, and Resident 
Evil are all current movie material.... 


Kojima: We saw Resident Evil last night. 


| would like to see Metal Gear the movie, but only if 
it’s directed by someone else. 


continue on with someone else leading it, with you 
taking on a peripheral role. Then you’ve mentioned 
that if enough people want you to direct it yourself, 
you would. So how do you really feel about it? Do 
you want to take a break from MGS and do 
another game, or are you already planning work on 
Metal Gear Solid 3? 


Kojima: First of all, | do love the Metal Gear series 
very much. But | would also like to work on other 
projects. One approach is to work on game planning 
for MGS games and to hand off the direction to him 
(points to assistant producer] and have him direct the 
thing. It’s a very difficult game to be directed by 
someone else, because so many components and 
elements make up Metal Gear. The humor factor for 
one, that’s definitely Meta/ Gear. And its hard to just 
give the project to someone else and have them 
come up with a Metal Gear game, which is why | 
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XBN: What did you think? 
Kojima: We like Milla Jovovich. 


XBN: That’s a very diplomatic answer. So, one of 
the defining elements of the MGS series is its 
cinematic style. Would Metal Gear Solid make a 
good movie? Is this something that interests you? 


Kojima: As a movie fan, | would like to see Metal 
Gear the movie, but only if it’s directed by someone 
else. My way of expressing Metal Gear is as a game. 


XBN: Why is that? Because games allow for 
people to explore how they please, as opposed to 


movies, where you only get to watch? 


Kojima: If | were to do a movie—not Metal Gear, if | 


were to do a movie in general—l’d whip up a 
screenplay for a movie and all the characters for a 
movie. But with Metal Gear, when | came up with the 
whole idea, these were ideas for a game, the 
characters—the setting, the timeline, etc. 


XBN: Following that thought, do you ever feel 
trapped by the Metal Gear series and the public’s 
demand for more, more, more Metal Gear? Is it a 
pressure to continue the series, despite an 
interest in pursuing new avenues? — 


Kojima: That’s how | feel whenever | finish a Metal 
Gear game. |’m like, “That’s it. | don’t want to work on 
Metal Gear any more.” But then | say | want to end this 
because | have so many other weird games that | have 
up in here [points to head] that | want to show to the 
world and that | want to create. But with a videogame, 
you can always throw in new ideas. And then | get 
engrossed in making a whole new Metal Gear game. 

One way to put it is that you fall in love with a girl, 
you date her, and then she dumps you. Then you Say, 
“| hate her, | never want to date a woman again, | 
want to be alone.” And then the next day you fall in 
love with another girl, and it starts all over again. 


XBN: Yeah, but with MGS it’s like falling in love 
with the same girl again. 


Kojima: [Laughs] But then if you look at my games, 
although my games are sequels, they’re not true 
sequels in that sense, although | do throw in a lot of 
different things. So in a way I’m dating a totally 
different girl. But my next girl will be a different girl. 


XBN: Have you put any thought into bringing 
future Metal Gear games online? We’re sure 
people would enjoy playing as Snake or the Ninja 
or Raiden, whether it be cooperatively to finish 
missions or in a Versus capacity. You could play in 
a SOCOM kind of way: with Sniper Wolf sniping 
and Ninja moving in for hand-to-hand, etc. 


Kojima: | do think about the idea. We have a concept 
called MGO, which stands for Metal Gear Online, and 
then we have our conventional stand-alone Metal 
Gear Solid game. We haven't thought it through fully, 
but | always think about the idea. 


XBN: How do you handle designing your VR 
missions? You always release an MGS game, then 
follow it up with additional VR missions later on. Is 
this something you work on simultaneously during 
the regular game’s development with an eye 
towards releasing them in the future? 


Kojima: As for alternative missions in Substance, not 
in the VR setting, but the new missions...like the one 
that takes place on the tanker or in the plant, we’ve 


had those ideas from the very beginning when we 
began working on Metal Gear Solid 2. We wanted to 
put them in the original game, but had no time to 
work on them. We had a strict release date for Sons 
of Liberty, so we just didn’t have time. 


XBN: So you were working on them at the time? 


Kojima: Not when we were developing Sons of 
Liberty. We always had the ideas but that’s about it. 

And those alternative missions, there’s a reason 
why we didn’t make them VR missions, because the 
whole Raiden thing was a VR mission. And if we 
included those alternative missions as VR missions, it 
would have diluted the whole thing. As for the few 
hundred VR missions, we have a group called the 
Script Team. They’re basically a link to the 
programmers and the sound guys, and they take 
these components from those teams and put them 
together like a puzzle, and they make them work. 
They try to make these stages as fun as possible, so 
they make all the VR stages. 

We don’t need the programmers to program the 
individual stages, the Script Team has all the parts... 


XBN: Like a level editor? 


Kojima: Yeah, they’ll just take a level and dictate “put 
the door here or put a guard there.” These guys work 
on their own to come up with interesting scenes, but 
at the same time they’re self-educating themselves. 
It’s like self-education for videogame creation. 


XBN: Were you happy as a child? 
Kojima: [Laughs] Huh? Uh, when | was younger, in 


elementary school, my parents moved, so | lost my 
friends. | became kind of an introvert, so | didn’t have 


friends for a while. | would just watch TV or play alone. 


XBN: We were wondering where the unsettling 
relationship between Otacon and his sister and 
stuff came from. That took people by surprise. 


Kojima: We just talked about that yesterday, that no 
one has ever confronted us about that issue, of 
Otacon and his sister. You’re the first to hit on that. 
Let’s just say that never happened in my life. [Laughs] 
Otacon is a character that | really love. | want him to 
be a multidimensional. Anyone who is always happy 
or joking around is one-dimensional. Everyone has a 
dark side or trauma, a past, and | wanted to do that. 


XBN: But since MGS2 is a big VR mission, is this a 
way of putting people on edge and then saying 
that it was all a dream, so never mind? It’s all a bit 
confusing. Are you messing with our minds? 


Kojima: First of all, with Meta/ Gear Solid, people 


liked the gameplay very much, but they also like the 
story. There were a couple of betrayals in there, but 
people still enjoyed the fusion of gameplay and story. 
When we created Substance, one of the directions we 
could have taken with it was to eliminate the story 
and just let gamers enjoy the stealth and action. 
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someone’s head, that you can shoot it. If you shoot it 
quickly enough, it goes away and the people will go 
back to their patrol. 


XBN: We knew that one, but were wondering if 
there might be a single texture in the game where 
one of the development team put a secret 


My goal wasn’t to come up with something 
totally twisted. | just wanted to express things in a 
way that only a game can express. 


But people enjoy the unpredictable story line, | 
wanted to enhance that element, | wanted to throw 
more into it, like the movie L.A. Confidential. Kind of 
like “you trust this guy, then he betrays you,” but what 
| ended up with was so twisted and bizarre that | had 
to tone it down. That’s what you'll play. 


XBN: Can you give us an example of what you had 
to take out because it was too much? 


Kojima: Uh, | don’t have any specific examples, but in 
the original plan everyone was lying, and there was 
no one you could trust, and you have to find out—in 
real time—who is lying and who is not. If you couldn’t 
find out the answers, you couldn’t finish the game. 


XBN: Oh, that’s cruel. 


Kojima: My goal wasn’t to come up with something 
that was totally twisted. | just wanted to express 
things in a way that only a game can express. Where 
you play as this character instead of this character 
and you assume this role and so on. The whole VR 
thing in MGS2 is based on Snake’s mission in the 
previous game. All this is something you can do ina 
game only. | want the player to ask himself, “Is this 
happening? Is this a dream?” 

Like the ending of Vanilla Sky, for example, where it 
was all a dream. That’s something you can do ina 
movie, but not what | did in MGS2. What’s interesting 
is what happens with the Colonel. It’s just a game, 
but it hits you suddenly and so strongly. You know 
you’re playing a game, but when you’re playing it, 
you’re part of that story. And you wonder, what’s 
going on? 


XBN: Going back to when you mentioned using 
the cooling spray to freeze weird things. Can you 
tell us of any other odd little details that people 
haven’t discovered yet? 


Kojima: We’ve mentioned this, but | don’t think 
anyone really knows this, but you know in MGS2 
when someone senses you and you see the 
exclamation point or the question mark over 


message or something super-secret like that. 


Kojima: Nothing of that magnitude, but you’ve seen 
the Moai Easter Island statues | assume. The guys 
working on the game threw the statues in the 
game...they have no meaning, though. [Laughs] 

When the story’s done and we’ve nearly finished 
the game, the Script Team has an area assigned to 
polish up. And when we’re close to finishing the 
game, while |’m playing a particular area, I'll think, 
“Why don’t we do this in that area?” and I'll talk to the 
guy in charge of that area, and if he has time to do it, 
he’ll do it. If he does, it’s completely up to him to 
implement it. These little things we throw in at the 
very end. The only ones who know about it are myself 
and the guy in charge of that area. So when we 
gather all the building blocks of the game and come 
up with the entire game, and we start debugging the 
game, all these guys have no idea that this little thing 
made it into the game. You’ll hear a “Whoa!” all 
around the office at the same time when everyone 
sees something new that went into the game. 


-XBN: Do little exclamation points pop up over their 


heads? 
Kojima: [Laughs] Yeah! 


XBN: What’s an example of something that 
wouldn’t have been in the game if you hadn’t 
suggested it at the last minute? 


Kojima: There’s this one enemy on the tanker; he has 
a fly hanging around him. The programmer who was 
doing this level asked if we could make this guy stink 
so much that a fly follows him around. If you knock 
him out, you get an item from him. Snake can shake a 
ration from him; when you get it, you get the fly, too. 


XBN: How long does the fly stick with you? 


Kojima: For a while. [Laughs] You know, if someone 
says, “I have this idea,” and it’s cool, we do it. @ 
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Out of the Box 


=> 


Things that go round and round 


Because sometimes, you just need to put the Xbox controller down, forget about 
the videogames, and feed your head with fine music and wonderful movies 


Stereo Total Musique Automatique Bounty Killer The Mystery 


a This record should be 
filed in the “music to 
make you happy” section. 
Stereo Total makes bright, 
bouncy rock songs with 
drums, guitars, organs, 
samplers, and synthesizers; 
and as if that wasn’t enough, 
the drummer uses her soft and beautiful voice to sing, 
mostly in French (do not fear the French factor...relish 
it, and use it to your advantage). But what really 
matters here is that this music is great—electronic, 
rock, pop, and garage sounds are masterfully mixed to 
create beautiful songs with minimal production that 
are fresh and full of energy. 


Black Heart Procession Amore Del... 


|| Despite its decidedly 
macabre history, The 
Black Heart Procession’s 
latest album just isn’t all that 
dark. It has its moments, 
certainly, but overall this 
sounds more like the 
soundtrack to a '70s spy 
movie than anything else. This album is about lost 
love—the initial pain, the realization of the loss, the 
beautiful moments of clarity, and everything in 
between. Guitars, organs, xylophones, drums, violins, 
trumpets, cellos, and an army of other instruments 
combine to create mid-tempo songs ranging from 
tropical-indie-rock to brooding grooves, all of which 
feature clean, meditative vocals. 
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| | Dancehall champion 
Bounty Killer is Known 
to many for his collaborations 
with WuTang, The Fugees, 
and Mobb Deep. His latest 
album is a combination of 
dancehall, roots, electronic, 
and hip-hop flavors serving as 
backdrops for his slang-ridden rudeboy flow. The 
album opens with a bangin’ roots track, and then 
meanders through pounding dancehall anthems like 
“Sufferah” and “Liberty,” as well as ragga/hip-hop 
joints like “Bakardi Slang Refix.” The songs are 
designed to make you dance, or at least nod your 
head. Bounty Killer, a.k.a. Lord of the Warriors, loves to 
make jerks eat it. 


Autechre Gantz Graf 


Sean Booth and Rob 

Brown's most-recent 
release includes a DVD 
featuring an astounding, if 
crack-influenced, animation; 
the video for Gantz_Graf is an 
epileptic animated reflection 
of the title track. Half of the 
remainder seems only to fill up Some space on the 
DVD, however, with the Chris Cunnuinham-directed 
Second_Bad_Vibe noticeably quicker-paced than 
Bass_Cadet. Musicwise, the remaining 66.7 percent of 
the CD is Autechre's signature cerebral electronic 
noodling—fans looking for huge leaps of innovation 
might be disappointed, but it's good to hear what 
they've been up to since their last full-length release. 


Fischerspooner #7 


| | The original version of 
this re-released debut 
album achieved a staggering 
cult following in Europe, 
prompting record label 
Ministry to sign the New York 
duo to a £2 million contract. 
Although there are artists 
much more deserving of this kind of attention, this is 
indeed an excellent album. Incredible electro and 
somewhat iffy, though poignant, vocals are expertly 
brought together to create lush, energetic, electro-pop 
songs that will soothe your undying Kraftwerk 
nostalgia. It’s music well worth the steep import price. 


Beck Sea Change 


| | Beck Hansen’s new 
album demonstrates 
his amazing bipolar musical 
talents; on one album he’s an 
‘80s electro-soulman who just 
wants his ass touched 
("Touch my ass if you’re 
qualified"). On Sea however, 
he’s a ‘70s singer-songwriter full of heartbreak, 
pensive croons, and droopy guitars. A vast departure 
from Midnight Vultures, this album harkens back to 
Mutations, but this time with lyrics that make sense. 
Colored by post-breakup ballads such as the tragic 
“Lost Cause," Beck’s lonesome voice delivers an aged 
Clarity that’s so lacking in the throwaway rock bands 
so popular with the kids these days. High replay value. 


Pulp Fiction: Criterion Collection (Miramax) 


After all the hype and multiple viewings, it’s easy to 
|_| forget how good this film is. Not to worry, however: 
this two-disk DVD will remind you. Disk two features a 
30-minute documentary with on-set interviews with the cast, 
along with great behind-the-scenes footage, five deleted 
scenes, a behind-the-scenes montage from the Jack Rabbit 
Slims’ twist scene (during which an excited Quentin 
Tarantino gleefully twists alongside Uma Thurman and John 
Travolta from behind the camera), a production design 
featurette, an episode of Siske/ and Ebert dedicated to 
discussing Tarantino, Michael Moore interviews, Tarantino on the Charlie Rose 
Show, TV spots, trailers from around the world, photo galleries, reviews, and, 
believe it or not, more. One of the highlights here is an interview with Travolta on the 
Pulp Fiction set, totally unaware that his career is about to be catapulted out of its 
Look Who's Talking-induced slumber. And after you’ve watched the extras and 
become a scholar of the film, you can watch the damn thing on disc one. 


Man Bites Dog: Criterion Collection (Janus Films) 


Somewhere between the farcical Spinal Tap and the 

disturbingly real Blair Witch Project lives Man Bites 
Dog, a fake documentary about a serial killer made by 
three European film students with no money. Essentially, a 
three-man film crew follows an active serial killer named 
Benoit from victim to victim—sometimes helping, 
sometimes dying, but always capturing the results on film. 
Funny pre- and post-murder chit-chat partially normalize 
the brutality, and Benoit seems like an okay guy, but then 
your brain reminds you that he’s a serial killer and you 
wonder, “When's this prick gonna die?” And so, the film’s power to turn 
otherwise peaceful viewers into bloodthirsty maniacs continues. 

Man Bites Dog functions as a Satirical critique on media in general, and on the 
documentary format in particular. This Criterion Collection edition features a 
photo gallery, an interview with the filmmakers, and a hilarious trailer for a fake 
secret-agent movie the filmmakers made while in school. Good stuff. 


Meet the Feebles 


If you feel that the Muppet movies fail miserably at 
| | accurately portraying the cruel, sordid reality behind 
puppet-show theater, then may we recommend the more 
unadulterated look at puppet show business offered by 
Lord of the Rings director Peter Jackson in Meet the 
Feebles. The film gives a behind-the-scenes look at a 
puppet variety show of the same name, depicting the 
puppet cast in all sorts of morally compromising behavior— 
debauchery, profanity, drug addiction, adultery, extreme 
violence, sexual deviancy, and other depravity—all too 
typical of the puppet-celebrity lifestyle. The film leaves few taboos graphically 
unaddressed; every bodily fluid is given its due screen time. A brilliant, shocking 
dark comedy, it may be the first R-rated puppet musical ever made, and would be 
ill-advised for young children or other delicate viewers. Fans of dark comedies or 
Peter Jackson films, however, will love it. A very worthwhile buy, especially 
considering how obscenely cheap you can get it online. 


Here’s the greatest lesson ever taught to humanity 
| | by a felt puppet, and if you don’t take it to heart, 
we’re sending the goons over to pound the message into 
you: “If you meet somebody who don't like soul food, they 
still got a soul.” Such is the wisdom of Emmet Otter, 
puppet and star of the magnificently rockin’ opus Emmet 
Otter’s Jug-Band Christmas. See, old Emmet wants to get 
ma a present, and he forms a jug band the likes of which 
has never been seen. And when the big talent contest 
comes up, Emmet and his cutesy animal friends get 
squashed by the Riverbottom Nightmare Band, which has a bear in stack heels as 
its lead singer. Anyway, in real life, this would be the spark causing Emmet to go 
on a one-otter killing spree, but as this is a lovable Christmas tale, he does not. 
With a powerful soundtrack (go ahead—try making out to The Riverbottom 
Nightmare Band theme) and a bunch of lovable moppets spewing sentiments like 
love and forgiveness, you can’t really go wrong. A true holiday masterwork. 


Spirited Away (Studio Ghibli—Import Region 2 DVD) 


Hayao Miyazaki is revered as a God by animators 
worldwide, and it’s not hard to see why this film 
dethroned Titanic as the highest-grossing film of all time in 
Japan. The story centers around a sullen young girl, Chihiro, 
whose parents commit a terrible faux pas at a concession 
GQ stand for the gods...for which they are transformed into 
.. swine. Chihiro must commit herself to employment at a 
FES = HSL foreboding spirit world resort if she is to ve her parents 
= ae and escape unharmed. Sounds a bit ominous, surely, but 
watching this film is like having a beautiful, unpredictable, 
metaphorical dream that leaves you feeling like life might not be the pits after all. 
The Japanese import two-disc set features English subtitles, an impressive 
storyboard presentation, and hordes of trailers. A word of warning: The movie disc 
is calibrated for Japanese TVs, giving it a noticeable red tint on some American 
sets. The cautious are advised to wait for the American release, but who knows if it 
will be as good? Plus, you can have this one now. And now is good. 
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What Time Is It There? (Wellspring Media) 


If you’ve ever been completely obsessed with 
|_| someone or something, you owe it to yourself to 
check out Taiwanese director Tsai Ming-liang’s latest film, 
What Time Is It There? Known more for his darkly 
existentialist work, Tsai comes off more as a slow-motion 
comic realist this time around. Set in Taipei and Paris, the 
film has virtually no plot to speak of and loosely follows 
the lives of three terminally lonely people: a young street 
vendor named Hsiao-kang, his grieving mother, and a 
young woman who wanders the streets of Paris because 
she can’t think of anything better to do. After a brief encounter with the young 
woman at his watch stall, Hsiao-kang becomes obsessed with her and attempts 
to bridge the physical distance between them by setting every clock he can get 
his hands on in Taipei to Paris time. What Time Is It There? is Tsai’s best work 
yet, unfolding in a relaxed but deliberate pace. Kind of like life itself, the film is 
sad, hilarious, and sometimes, hilariously sad. 
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Last issue. .. 
Behold the wondrous and 
magical non-stick, no-fat 
conglomeration that was 


Xbox Nation #4! We gave 


you Yu Suzuki, a peek into 


an Unreal world, Peter 


Molyneux, and more game 


reviews than any one 
magazine should rightly 
have. We toiled mightily 
on features about Blinx: 
The Time Sweeper, 
Haven, and Splinter Cell— 
and we did it all for you. 
Now, go get us a 


sandwich, please. 
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| was amused to read in the Inbox 
section of Xbox Nation #4 that 
someone asked about the 
whereabouts of Van Burnham. |'m 
quite interested myself. It seems that 
she stiffed many contributors of 
Supercade, including myself. | wrote 
the chapter on the Atari 2600 for her 
book and my contract with her said | 
would receive five copies of this 
book. To this day | have only 
received one and that was from MIT 
Press directly. Early e-mails from Van 
assured me that | would get the 
books when she received them, and 
if need be, she would order them 
from Amazon to send me. Now my 
e-mails to her have gone 
unanswered. Other people who had 
their contracts reneged were Steve 
Kent, and Lauren and Joe Fielder. 
Twenty-five other people were 
stiffed by her. At CGE 2K1, Van 
announced a new game for the Atari 
2600 called Escape From 
Supercade. It was to be released in 
conjunction with the book in 
October 2001. In a drawing at CGE, 
25 people won copies of the game 
upon its release. Well, the game was 
never released and its designers are 
releasing it in November under the 
name Power Off!. 
Leonard Herman 
Author, Phoenix: The Fall & Rise 
of Videogames 


You'll be interested to know that 
we, as intrepid reporters, attempted 
to contact one Ms. Vanessa “Van” 
Burnham to see if she might have a 
response. As of press time, 
Burnham was unavailable for 
comment. Xbox Nation will not rest 
until this matter is resolved. 

Okay, we will rest, but we will not 


HiBOX 


ABN@zitfdavis.com 


let this matter drop unless, of 
course, we completely forget about it. 


Hey guys! First off, | love your 
magazine. Xbox Nation is basically 
my favorite magazine and | read it 
every chance | get which, 
unfortunately, isn’t that often. This is 
why I’m writing you. | wanted to 
know when you guys will be going 
monthly and start letting people 
subscribe to you magazine? One 
more thing—in issue #4, you guys 
had some info regarding Grand Theft 
Auto 4. | know it was said that Sony 
locked the Grand Theft Auto series 
until 2004, but is there any chance 
that it will be coming to Xbox before 
then? Stranger things have happened 
in this wacky videogame industry. 
Justin "neo" Shockley 


You are correct, Justin, that many 
wacky things happen in the 
videogame business: games being 
made about The Bible, games 
starring Boogerman, the time our art 
director passed around brownies of 
questionable origin, and that whole 
Wacky Races thing. So to answer 
your question, no. 

Oh, and we’re now bimonthly. 
We'll be offering subscriptions in 
rather short order, too. 


| am a hardcore gamer. | really like 
games. | play a game until | can feel 
its soul. Like | become one with the 
game’s program through the conduit 
of the controller. | feel the game’s 
essence on my big-screen TV. The 
game’s creator's spirit | feel. It takes 
time to truly understand the essence 
of a game’s soul. 

Scott Whitmore 

Clarinda, IA 


| feel the game’s essence on 
my big-screen TV. [he game’s 
creator's spirit | feel.—scott whitmore 


| am the letter guy who responds to 
the letters. | like games, too. | play a 
game until mom tells me it’s time to 
go to bed, and then | stop. When my 
friends offer me drugs, | tell them no 
as it might lead to me thinking that | 
am somehow one with my Xbox and 
the controller is the conduit. Also, | 
like to get out in the fresh air 
because mom tells me if | don’t leave 
the house, she might get out the fire 
hose. Also, my pants are itchy. 

We would also like to note, Scott, 
the majority of the Xbox Nation staff 
feels the essence of the games we 
play on your big-screen TV. 


Hey, | love your magazine, but | have 
a problem. Here's my problem. My 
Xbox makes sounds similar to that of 
the Sega Dreamcast. Is that a 
problem? Does it hurt the gameplay 
or the system in any way? So far the 
games have played fine except for 
the humming and clicking noises that 
the Xbox makes. Are these normal? 
Andrew 


Well, Andrew, the Xbox is a pretty 
noisy piece of hardware, only 
slightly less decibel intensive than, 
say, a jackhammer or Metallica. The 
noises you hear are simply an Xbox 
disc being ground and scratched as 
its being played. 

Hah! We are just kidding. Those 
noises are normal, unfortunately. 
Xbox Nation recommends turning 
up your TV’s volume to counteract 
the problem. 


| enjoyed James Mielke’s review of 
Sega GT 2002, but he was incorrect 
in stating that, “It would have been 
nice to be able to rip our own 
soundtracks.” This implies that you 
can’t download your own music to 
the game. This couldn’t be further 
from the truth. | regularly use a 
Sammy Hagar compilation with this 
game. (/ Can’t Drive 55 really gets me 
pumped up.) The last bar on the 
Options screen gives you the link. 
You might want to inform your 
readers of this error. Thank you for 
your time. 

Jeffrey C. Bergman 


The error was entirely ours, and not 
James’. You can indeed rip your 
own soundtracks in Sega’s Sega 
GT 2002. 

Xbox Nation sincerely apologizes 
for the gaffe. But that doesn’t mean 
you’re off the hook for listening to 
Sammy “I killed Van Halen” Hagar. 


Thus spake the monkeys.... 


Your Xbox. Only slightly less noisy than a 
marching band. 


| just wanted to say how enjoyable 
your magazine is! You know what | 
find the most funny? Your reviews for 
the games match exactly what | 
thought in my head. | love the 
sarcastic write-ups—they are bang- 
on. Like, for example, we 
(unfortunately) rented Smashing Drive 
before buying your magazine. 
Seriously, | was pissing myself 
laughing reading your review of it. | 
agreed with you 100 percent! And 
secondly, again we rented Terminator: 
Dawn of Fate just before buying the 
Current issue, and again you were 
right! What a waste of five bucks! 
Thank the good Lord we didn't buy 
that piece of junk. 

So. Sorry to babble on. | just Real World Education 
wanted to say hey. Keep up the good 
work. Hopefully, soon you might 
publish monthly instead of quarterly? School of: 


Kristina J ¢ Game Design and 
Kristina, urinary incontinence is : Development 


nothing to laugh about. 


Computer Animation 
Digital Media 

e Film 

¢ Audio 
Show Production 


Okay, | read about the “rift between EA and Microsoft over Xbox 
Live,” but are the actions of EA over the last few months necessary? 
Buffy the Vampire Slayer appears to be the only quality, Xbox-specific 
title from an EA developer. Every other EA-published offering, 
however, is watered-down. PS2 crap that doesn’t take advantage of 
any of the Xbox’s superior technology! So EA has thrown down the 
gauntlet, and | personally have decided to take up the challenge. | 
WILL NOT PURCHASE, OR RENT, ANOTHER EA TITLE FOR THE 


800.226.7625 


www.fullsail.com 


Xbox, until they start making Xbox “QUALITY” GAMES FROM THEIR Ws 4 Nar Mation Will bebey! a cous ¢ Financial aid available 
DEVELOPERS! | love Madden, NCAA football, and NBA Live. !’l miss _f this fine, Nazi-wasting wargame in to those who qualify. 

j a] | 
007, Frontline, and the SIMS X (Yeah...| wish), but somebody has to ee ere Eee pee | ¢ Job placement assistance. 
take a STAND and that would be me. | e Accredited college, ACCSCT. 


Lorenzo Paul 


Also, you should burn your money or, alternately, send it to us. = os 
We'd like to buy solid-gold houses and hire goons to do our 3300 University Boulevard » Winter Park, FL 32792 


bidding and are, unfortunately, a little short on moolah. | © 2002 Full Sail, Inc. All rights reserved. The terms 
“Full Sail,” “Full Sail Real World Education,” and the 
Full Sail logo are either registered service marks or 
service marks of Full Sail, Inc. 
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TALK SOME TRASH 


Psych out your opponent with a verbal 
kick to the groin. Throw some new trash 


DIG DEEP their way and they’ll be losin’ in no time. 


Gaming is a state of mind and 
body. Breathe. Chant. Light 
incense if you have to, just 
keep it away from the shag. 


MASTER A PLAN OF ATTACK 


Throw in a meal and an extra blanket and 
you can play til’ dawn. Still not enough? 
Wipe that crust off your eyelids and find 
yourself a good excuse for callin’ in sick. 


we 


LOSE CONTROL 


This means you'll be needing 
something soft to slam, flip, 
twist, or fall on. Shag carpeting 
not only looks good, it feels 
good. Leaving you free to grab 
your joystick and game on. 


GAME YOUR WAY AT BLOCKBUSTER’ 


Now you can RENT or BUY games and systems. Previously 
played games are up to 60% off the manufacturer's price. 
And with tons of copies, hot titles are guaranteed to be there. 
BLOCKBUSTER is totally committed to games. Are you? 


